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H MS Hesperus, 

Captain Donald Macintyre commanding, 
taking a U-boat under fire 
with the stern 4.7-inch gun. 

Painting by Geoff Hunt 


Championship play on the chessboard of the 
North Atlantic — and the first wrong move could 
claim your life and the lives of the men you 
commanded. Through five years of war, Macin- 
tyre overcame the skilled fury of Nazi Admiral 
Doenitz’s U-boat wolf packs. He was one of those 
gallant men who fought so well in an attempt to 
form a decent world from the shambles of World 
War n. 
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THE BANTAM WAR BOOK SERIES 


This is a series of books about a world on fire. 

These carefully chosen volumes cover the full dra- 
matic sweep of World War II. Many are eyewitness 
accounts by the men who fought in this global con- 
flict in which the future of the civilized world hung in 
balance. Fighter pilots, tank commanders and infan- 
try commanders, among others, recount exploits of 
individual courage in the midst of the large-scale ter- 
rors of war. They present portraits of brave men and 
true stories of gallantry and cowardice in action, 
moving sagas of survival and tragedies of untimely 
death. Some of the stories are told from the enemy 
viewpoint to give the reader an immediate sense of 
the incredible life and death struggle of both sides of 
the battle. 

Through these books we begin to discover what it 
was like to be there, a participant in an epic war for 
freedom. 


Each of the books in the Bantam War Book series 
contains a dramatic color painting and illustrations 
specially commissioned for each title to give the 
reader a deeper understanding of the roles played 
by the men and machines of World War II. 
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■ FOREWORD 

by Admiral Robert B. Carney 

Captain Donald Macintyre, RN, here tells a saga of 
destroyers and the men who man them. With a modesty 
and conciseness which, if anything, add to the vivid- 
ness of his story, Captain Macintyre takes his readers 
through moments of high adventure, periods of devas- 
tating boredom, and the utter misery that can only 
come to sailors in small ships in the wretched North At- 
lantic. Through his eyes we glimpse the stunning savag- 
ery of the battle for the Empire’s lifeline. It is an 
intensely human story, devoid of melodramatic em- 
bellishment, but it also points up the stark need for 
effective sea power in an era in which it is difficult to re- 
tain a sense of perspective in the face of the dramatic 
developments in the field of mass-destruction weapons. 

And yet, in spite of the deep underlying seriousness 
of Captain Macintyre’s account, one can discern the 
ever-present Scottish twinkle which made him a de- 
lightful and never-to-be-forgotten companion. 

Captain Macintyre has not only written an intensely 
interesting and human story; he also makes one aware 
of the value of stamina and character. He teaches a 
military lesson for the tactician and the leader; but 
there is an even greater lesson underlying his account 
of the grim struggle which finally brought the German 
submarine service to its knees and saved a valiant Brit- 
ain in a dark and desperate hour. If the Allies had lost 
control of the sea to Hitler’s Navy, all Britain’s valour 
and resolution would have been to no avail, for she 
could not have continued the battle on to victory with- 
out the flow of lifeblood across the Atlantic. 

What was true in those days — and in other well- 
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remembered days along the Atlantic sea lanes in World 
War I — is just as true today, and possibly even more 
significant. The perennial submarine menace is still a 
vital factor in every consideration of national and West- 
ern security. Considering the vastly greater number of 
submarines available to the USSR today, in comparison 
with what Hitler had to work with, the gravity of the 
situation cannot be disregarded. Unfortunately, the 
spectacular developments in the field of mass-destruction 
weapons have given rise to fears and concerns 
which have, at times, eclipsed serious consideration 
of other important factors. It has been claimed that 
aerial atomic warfare would be so swift and so cataclys- 
mic that all would be over in a matter of weeks, or 
days, or hours; in such a situation, many ask, “Why 
bother with navies at all?” And yet the philosophy 
which prompts such thinking loses sight of many reali- 
ties. Suppose, for example, that a brave nation refused 
to surrender even in the face of such an aerial holo- 
caust; how, then, could it carry on? Certainly, continua- 
tion of the struggle would be impossible if the sea lanes 
were denied to us. Suppose, for example again, that 
diplomacy and reason — or other political considera- 
tions — led to written or tacit agreement for the limita- 
tion of atomic warfare; then if the Western alliance 
were beguiled into abdicating its position at sea, its 
ultimate security would be just as surely doomed. 

The sea still remains a vital battlefield and we must 
retain our position of pre-eminence on the oceans just 
as surely as we must be equipped to meet the new 
threat from the skies. 

In addition to the importance of a convoy system, as 
emphasized by Captain Macintyre, there are certain 
other factors which must now be considered. In the 
decade since the close of hostilities in 1945, many 
things have happened, many inventions have been in- 
corporated into military techniques, and new hori- 
zons have been opened in both strategy and tactics. 
Today, it is the considered opinion of the United 
States Navy that the submarine must be attacked at its 
bases and in its own home waters, it must be sought 
out, intercepted and attacked en route to and from its 
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patrol areas. It is not sufficient merely to be prepared 
to meet it should it win through to a firing position 
close to our precious convoys. The submarine menace 
itself has increased in significance, but, by the same 
token, the menace to the submarine has increased with 
the acquisition of new weapons and the introduction 
of new techniques. We must be prepared with these 
greater capabilities to suppress the greater menace. 

Captain Macintyre has rendered a public service 
with his fine story and he has endeared himself to de- 
stroyer sailors the world over. My own affection for 
him is the greater because his clear and authentic prose 
made me live again, for an horn or two, my own 
wonderful days as a destroyer sailor. 

ROBERT B. CARNEY, ADMIRAL 
United States Navy (Retired) 



PREFACE 


When a friend suggested to me that I should make a 
book of my experiences in the Battle of the Atlantic, 
I at first rejected the idea. I felt that a truthful account 
of the largely humdrum doings of an Escort Force 
Commander would seem a dull and pedestrian affair 
to those who have enjoyed the highly dramatic and 
very successful novels on the war at sea which have 
already been published. As I thought it over, however, 
and particularly when I tried to read myself the latest 
of these best sellers and discovered it to be the most 
appalling farago of nonsense, presenting a wildly dis- 
torted view of wartime life in the Royal Navy, I came 
to the conclusion that perhaps, after all, there was need 
for a factual account of the war against the U-boats as 
seen by one who took part in it from the beginning 
until nearly the end. 

This book inevitably consists for the most part of 
accounts of the more exciting moments of my three 
and a half years in the Western Approaches Com- 
mand. I was fortunate in having rather more than my 
share of such moments and that, in spite of mistakes on 
my part, they were mostly attended by success. But they 
must be viewed against the background of many voy- 
ages devoid of incidents worth recounting. For long 
periods the Battle of the Atlantic would consist of 
slow and wearisome voyages in tempestuous weather, 
yet made utterly rewarding by the sight of the fleets of 
deeply-laden freighters and tankers safely brought to 
harbour with the supplies without which the war could 
not have been waged. 

Finally I would like to stress that naval successes 
are almost invariably the result of team-work and 
training; that failure by the humblest member of the 
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team can ruin the efforts of all. This book is therefore 
my tribute to all those who sailed with me and suffered 
the discomforts, amounting often to misery, of life in a 
small ship on the Atlantic run, but stayed cheerful and 
steady through it all so that, when the infrequent oc- 
casions of combat arose, they were ready and alert to 
play their part. Very few of them could be rewarded 
with decorations to commemorate their gallant service 
and I hope this account of the actions which we shared 
may to some degree compensate them. 

I wish to acknowledge the assistance given me by 
the Historical Section of the Admiralty, where I re- 
ceived much ungrudging aid in my researches from Mr. 
G. H. Hurford, F.R.Hist.S., and his busy staff. 

From Commander F. Barley, RNVR, of the same 
section I received a great deal of helpful comment and 
guidance as well as the benefit of his unparalleled 
knowledge of the defence of our Merchant shipping 
in two World Wars. 

To the officers in charge of Records at the Admiralty, 
under Mr. Ellmers, I owe an immense debt for the 
willing assistance given me in resurrecting my old 
Reports of Proceedings from their graves in the Ar- 
chives. Without them the fallibility of the human mem- 
ory would often have led me astray. 

To Terence Robertson, author of The Golden Horse- 
shoe, an account of the career of the German U-boat 
Ace, Otto Kretschmer, I owe the inspiration and en- 
couragement to write my own story. 

Finally I must record how pleased I am that my 
old friend, Admiral Robert B. Carney, until recently 
Chief of Naval Operations of the US Navy, has done 
me the honour of writing the foreword. His opinions 
are worthy of the highest respect. His kind judgement 
of my efforts I shall always cherish. 

I ' 
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THE FIRST MONTHS OF WAR 


The spring of 1939, with the war clouds gathering 
over Europe, found me enjoying foreign service leave 
after returning from a two-year commission in com- 
mand of the destroyer Defender on the China Station. 

The thirteen years of service that had passed since 
I had been commissioned as Sub-Lieutenant had been 
divided almost equally between destroyers and the 
Fleet Air Arm, two branches of the Navy that were 
ideally suited to give me the training necessary for 
the role that I was destined to fill in the war that was 
coming. On first being commissioned I had found my- 
self appointed to a destroyer in the Mediterranean, 
then, as now, the chief training ground of our fleet. 
Under captains who were veteran destroyer officers of 
the First World War, I experienced the thrill of ship- 
handling at high-speed close formation manoeuvres in 
which only a trained “seaman’s eye” and split-second 
thinking could ensure safety, let alone the perfection 
that was demanded. We constantly practised night ac- 
tions and night scouting and I learnt the technique 
of being able to distinguish in the blackness the darker 
shape which was another ship, and to estimate its course 
and speed from the faint white gleams of bow wave and 
wake. 

All this was to stand me in good stead later. But 
soon after I was promoted to Lieutenant in 1926, came 
a different call which I could not resist. The Fleet Air 
Arm, which since the absorption in 1918 of the RNAS 
in the newly-formed Royal Air Force had been manned 
by the RAF, was by then “navalized” to the extent 
that half the pilots and all the observers were naval 
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officers. I volunteered as a pilot and was soon on my 
way home to the start of seven very happy and reward- 
ing years of naval flying. 

Our flying training in those days was entirely in the 
hands of the RAF, so that for the next year my life was 
spent at RAF stations at Netheravon on Salisbury 
Plain, Leuchars in Fife, and Lee-on-Solent. In order 
that we might be legally subject to and in turn able to 
enforce the RAF Discipline Act, naval pilots were 
given, in addition to their naval commissions, commis- 
sions as Flying Officers RAF. This created some strange 
anomalies as one’s RAF rank did not increase with 
one’s naval promotion and cases arose in which a 
Lieut.-Commander or even a Commander RN, being 
still a Flying Officer RAF, found himself when ashore 
liable for subordinate duties and under the command 
of Flight-Lieutenants many years his juniors. With sen- 
sible give-and-take such difficulties ironed themselves 
out, but at times they certainly gave rise to ill-feeling. 

I enjoyed every minute of the training which natural- 
ly culminated in the great day when one first landed 
on the deck of a carrier. I still remember vividly the 
feeling of dismay and alarm with which I watched the 
first of my batch of initiates go straight over the side 
of the Furious into the sea. All went well, however, 
when my own turn came and by, the end of the day 
I was a fully-fledged Fleet Air Arm fighter pilot. 

The years that followed in the Hermes on the China 
station and the Courageous at home were from a per- 
sonal point of view entirely fascinating and rewarding. 
The immense potential importance of the air to naval 
warfare made everything we did exciting. But at the 
same time we chafed at the appalling lack of apprecia- 
tion of what aircraft could do. Gunnery was the naval 
officer’s god, as it had been since before the age of 
steam, and ex-gunnery officers occupied most of the 
positions on the Flag List at that time. Professional 
pride scorned any suggestion that the pathetic anti-air- 
craft armament of those days could not cope with air 
attack. As a consequence money which might have 
gone to building up the Fleet Air Arm was diverted 
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to the building and upkeep of battleships, some of 
which barely fired a shot in anger during the war. 

In the years to come the Navy was to cry in vain 
for the carriers which should have been built and to see 
the latest battleship, the Prince of Wales, and the battle- 
cruiser Repulse, darlings of the gunnery branch, sunk 
at their first encounter with the scorned torpedo-bomb- 
er. 

My time with the Fleet Air Arm came to an end 
when a serious illness in 1935 left me temporarily 
unfit for flying. To my joy, when I was passed fit for 
sea service again, a lucky break gained me an ap- 
pointment in command. The first of a new class of 
anti-submarine ships, the Kingfisher, was under construc- 
tion at Fairfield’s yard on the Clyde. I stood by her 
final fitting-out and watched her maker’s trials. At last 
came the day when I ordered her White Ensign and 
commissioning pennant to be hoisted and found my- 
self at that supreme moment of a naval officer’s life — in 
command of my first ship. 

Seven years of flying had left my navigational 
knowledge with a thick coating of rust and it was with 
some trepidation that I set off for my home port in a 
south-westerly gale. I had to relearn fast in order to 
keep out of trouble and, in later months when ex- 
perience had freshened my memory of the age-old 
nautical rules for the safe conduct of a ship at sea, I 
looked back with horror at some of the unprofessional 
methods I had managed to get away with by good for- 
tune. , 

It was in Kingfisher that I first acquired my over- 
riding interest in submarine hunting, for she became 
the experimental ship for the Anti-Submarine School 
at Portland. There she received any and every new 
gadget that was devised, and many a long and fascinat- 
ing day I spent trying them out in company with that 
devoted godfather of the asdic, Professor Jock Ander- 
son. I often wonder whether the Navy in general appre- 
ciates what it owes to that indefatigable man who 
nursed the asdic from its unsatisfactory infancy to its 
splendid maturity as a war-winning instrument. His 
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enthusiasm knew no bounds. Invariably dreadfully sea- 
sick, nothing daunted Jock Anderson and, with his 
personal bucket ever at hand, he was always present 
to test his theories and devices in person. 

The asdic in its first primitive form was devised 
towards the end of the First World War. Its basic prin- 
ciples have remained unchanged but with the passing 
years its efficiency and scope and the means of applying 
it to deliver an attack on the submarine have all steadily 
advanced. Basically it consists of a transmitter-receiver 
which sends out impulses of a sound wave on any 
selected bearing and picks up the same impulses 
should they strike an object and be reflected. These 
transmissions and their echoes are made audible, 
through earphones or loudspeakers, as a musical note 
best described as “Ping.” Hence the asdic was known 
as the “Ping set,” operating the asdic was known as 
“Pinging” and the anti-submarine specialist officer as a 
“Pinger.” By mounting the transmitter-receiver so that 
it can be trained round like a submarine searchlight, 
the direction in which the “ping” goes out (and con- 
sequently the direction in which lies the object from 
which the “ping” is reflected) can be read ofl from a 
compass receiver. By noting the interval of time, be- 
tween the transmission and the return of its “echo,” the 
range of the object can be obtained. 

So far the theory is quite simple, but in practice a 
number of circumstances arise to complicate the picture. 
The transmitter-receiver must obviously be below the 
surface of the water, and immersed in the water, and 
being by its nature a form of hydrophone, as the ship 
moves through the water the noise of the water sweep- 
ing across it will drown the noise of the “ping” unless 
steps are taken to avoid this. So the instrument is en- 
cased in a metal “dome” projecting from the ship’s 
bottom. The dome is filled with water and thus as the 
ship goes ahead the instrument remains immersed in 
sea-water but relatively stationary sea-water. But even 
so, only at moderate speeds could the noise level in the 
asdic be kept low enough for it to function. Therefore 
whenever a ship wished to operate its asdic to search 
for or hunt a submarine it had to moderate its speed. 
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Another characteristic of the instrument is that the 
sound beam sent out is conical in shape. The further an 
impulse goes from the transmitter the broader and deep- 
er is the area it covers. Thus, though an object at a 
depth of, say, 500 feet would be in the beam at a 
range of 1,000 yards, as the range lessens the object 
would become below the lower limit of the cone of 
sound and would thus cease to send back a reflection or 
echo. This characteristic had the advantage of allowing 
one to make a rough guess at the depth of a sub- 
marine, but it also had the great drawback that, when 
attacking with depth-charges, one had a long interval, 
out of contact with the target, before reaching the firing 
position. This was to give us considerable difficulty 
when the German U-boats took to diving to great 
depths when attacked and special attack methods had 
to be devolved to deal with the problem. 

When searching with the asdic, the procedure was 
to sweep across a broad arc from one side of the ship’s 
course to the other, stopping every few degrees to trans- 
mit a “ping,” listen for any echo coming back, and 
then to train the asdic round a few degrees and repeat 
the process. A fairly wide section of water was thus 
covered by each complete sweep. If several ships were 
searching together, they would be spread in a line 
abreast a mile or a mile and a half apart, so that the 
path swept by the asdic of one ship would be touching 
the path swept by the ships adjacent, leaving no water 
unswept between. 

Should an echo be received, the sound beam would 
be held on to it, the range and bearing could be read off 
and passed to the plotting table and when a number of 
such ranges and bearings had been received, the plot 
operator could read the course and speed of the target. 
If it was moving at all it might be a U-boat, but as 
whales and shoals of fish also sent back an echo, this 
was by no means a certainty. Similarly, if stationary it 
was unlikely to be a submarine as a submarine general- 
ly requires some forward motion to allow its hydro- 
planes to help it keep at a set depth. On the other 
hand in shallow water the stationary echo might come 
from a “bottomed” submarine. 
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Thus there were a number of modifications to the 
simple theoretical operation of the asdic. To an in- 
experienced operator all echoes were the same, sub- 
marines, fish, tide rips, rocks or even sheer imagination. 
The experienced U-boat hunter on the other hand 
developed a sort of sixth sense. The echo from a sub- 
marine was to him in some indefinable and unexplain- 
able way different from any other. But no operator 
was infallible and always, when sweeping for sub- 
marines with the asdic, the decision whether to attack 
or ignore a contact had to be made. The number of 
depth-charges available and the desirability of conserv- 
ing them for more positive contacts, the gap left in 
the screen by dropping out to attack, the confusion 
and alarm that might be unnecessarily caused in the 
convoy if a contact other than a submarine were at- 
tacked— all these factors had to be weighed before the 
decision could be taken. 

Once it was decided to attack, the procedure was to 
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point the ship at the target and close it at a moderate 
speed. By the time the range was down to about 
1,000 yards, sufficient data would have reached the 
plot to give the course and speed of the target. Course 
would then be altered so as to “collide” with the sub- 
marine, and as the ship passed over it, or rather passed 
a little way ahead to allow for the time taken by depth- 
charges to sink, a pattern of depth-charges would be 
fired. Those from the chutes in the stern would be 
dropped at evenly-spaced intervals in the wake, while 
the depth-charge throwers would send others out some 
fifty yards on either side. Thus the pattern properly 
laid would form a shape like an elongated diamond, 
somewhere inside of which, it was hoped, would be the 
target. But to produce lethal damage the charges must 
explode near the U-boat in depth as well as in plan and 
as the depth of the submarine was largely a matter of 
guesswork the charges were fired at varying depths to 
increase the chance of success. 

Such in brief outline was the asdic and the depth- 
charge attack as we knew them in the early days of the 
Atlantic battle. Of course, there were very many refine- 
ments of method and calculation. The effect of wind and 
weather on one’s ship and consequently on the best di- 
rection from which to attack, the need to avoid pre- 
senting oneself as an easy target for a torpedo attack in 
retaliation, the ruses tried out to prevent the U-boat 
commander from knowing when one was m akin g 
the final dash to drop depth-charges — all were of vital 
importance to the U-boat hunter. 

I was wonderfully lucky in the “ping” specialists 
who served with me in the two ships which I com- 
manded for long periods of the war. In Walker the 
senior asdic rating, Backhouse, had the quiet confi- 
dence of the man who knows his job through and 
through. At the climax of a long night of confused 
fighting and m£16e, he was quite unperturbed and was 
able to classify the sounds in his headphones with the 
detachment acquired through long and wearisome prac- 
tice. Later in Hesperus I had the incomparable Petty- 
Officer Coster, who could be relied on to hear the first 
faint echo from a submarine at the maximum range of 
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.ftejjgdKS-Xsipiod up with B^idley, ray^RrstpLieu- 

,-tenantand anti-submarine speciaU|t^ffl,<yi^pey were a 
deadly combination for any U-boat that came within 
Hesperus range. 

In 1937 I graduated to my first destroyer, the De- 
fender, on the China station. With her 35,000 HP and 
32 knots, she was a very different proposition from my 
little 785-ton Kingfisher and her 20 knots. I thanked 
my stars for my early destroyer training in the old 
Mediterranean days as the flotilla streaked about the 
China Sea, performing its intricate manoeuvres at 30 
knots. But this soon came to an end with the beginning 
of the war between Japan and China, when every ship 
on the station was required to bring comfort and 
confidence to the many foreign communities in the 
ports up and down the China coast. “Gunboat diplo- 
macy” is out of fashion today, but in those days many 
a Western trader in China was very glad to see the 
White Ensign or the Stars and Stripes flying on a war- 
ship in the harbour. 
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angel community of Amoy and me pro* 

ckilblis position in which they would have found them- 
selves in the event of war must have been brought 
home by our immediate departure for our war sta- 
tion at Singapore. But I was not to take Defender 
to war, and in the spring of 1939 I handed her over 
to my successor and sailed for home. 

I hoped that when the buff envelope from the Ad- 
miralty arrived with my next appointment it would 
give me command of one of the new destroyers joining 
the fleet. It was not much cause for jubilation therefore 
when mobilization of the Reserve Fleet was ordered 
and I was instructed to go to Rosyth to commission a 
destroyer veteran of the 1914-18 war, HMS Ven- 
omous. A destroyer is a destroyer though, I told my- 
self resignedly, and set off. My gloom returned when 
I reached Rosyth and sought out from amongst the 
mass of ancient-looking V and W class destroyers lying 
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in the-dockyard basin the particular old warrior, that 
Had been selected for me. 

I found that Venomous was a- very dubious proposi- 
tion. Built towards the end of the 1914-18 war, she 
had been equipped with an experimental machinery 
layout. For those of an engineering bent I will enlarge 
by saying that she was the first destroyer to be given a 
“closed-feed system.” The system was experimental and 
had a number of defects; so, when the First World 
War came to an end. Venomous was hurriedly placed 
in reserve — and her engineers no doubt breathed a 
heavy sigh of relief. 

In consequence I found that, unlike her sister ships, 
she had never been out of reserve since; that engineers, 
used either to more modem or more matured types of 
machinery, viewed her hybrid set with considerable 
alarm; and that none of the improvements by way of 
modernization that had been given to others of her 
class had been given to her. This meant amongst other 
things that she had not been fitted with the asdic, 
the only device for detecting submerged submarines. 

With her obsolete armament of 4-inch guns, no anti- 
submarine weapon and very doubtful machinery, she 
recalled the Duke of Wellington’s scathing description 
of some troops under his command which “might not 
frighten the enemy but, by God, they frighten me.” 

However, we were duly commissioned and a ship’s 
company composed largely of experienced, time-expired 
reservists who “knew the ropes” got things smoothly into 
space. Smoke began to pour from the funnels, machin- 
ery came to reluctant life, giving the ship that vibra- 
tion which is its soul, and in due time we nosed our 
wa y out “to the Firth of Forth for trials and exercises. 

These went off surprisingly well owing to my engi- 
neer officer’s skilful manipulation of his strange ma- 
chinery system, and we became part of the flotilla 
commanded by Captain Tom Halsey in the Malcolm. 
r^n^st assignment was to take part in the royal review 
of the Reserve Fleet in Weymouth Bay, the principal 
function of which was the presentation to His Majesty 
of aff commanding officers and a selected number of 
officers and men from each ship. When my turn came I 
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particularly noticed the glowering, surly face of Ad- 
miral Darlan, head of the French Navy, who had been 
invited to be present. At that time I had no idea that he 
had such an implacable hatred for the Royal Navy, but 
looking back it seems to me that he made no attempt 
on that occasion to hide his feelings. From Weymouth 
the flotilla went to its war station at Portsmouth and it 
was there that we heard Neville Chamberlain an- 
nounce that we were at war with Germany. 

The flotilla’s function was to escort the ships carry- 
ing our troops across to France — and a very unre- 
warding task it turned out to be. Nightly, at around 
midnight, two or three ships of the flotilla would rendez- 
vous, at the gate ’ of the boom which stretched across 
to the Isle of Wight, with the fast Cross-Channel or 
Harwich packet boats which were employed as troop- 
ships. Having marshalled them into a body outside the 
boom, we would set off at a spanking 25 knots for 
Cherbourg or Le Havre where we would arrive at 
daylight. We usually had an hour or two to wait before 
bringing back an empty convoy and could sometimes 
get ashore for a brief shopping tour — Guerlain’s per- 
fume for our girl friends, and wine, were the only 
purchases I can remember. The former made us very 
popular ashore on our return and the latter soon gave 
Venomous a remarkably fine cellar for a modest price. 

It was difficult to take our escorting duties very 
seriously for the enemy made no effort to interfere with 
these nightly runs. The chief difficulty I found was to 
cope with the rather hectic “phoney war” conditions 
ashore (where I had just got to know the girl whom I 
later married, and then to take my ship out of harbour 
in the black-out and the rain and thread my way 
between the very dim lights marking the gate of the 
boom defences. With the fierce cross-tide at the gate it 
took some tricky manoeuvring to wait while the 
troopships went through. 

Once outside and round the Nab Tower this convoy 
of fast ships would hare slap across the main convoy 
route up the channel, showing no lights and of course 
without radar in those days. On at least one occasion 
we ran at right angles through a large convoy at 25 
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knots and it was a miracle that there were no collisions. 
It was all good practice for the problems of wartime* 
navigation, which stood me in good stead later, but I 
felt a fraud in my old Venomous — our chief preoccu- 
pation was to keep up with our high-speed charges, let 
alone to protect them. •-* 

It was therefore with some excitement that I found 
the familiar official envelope containing a new appoint- 
ment in my mail one morning early in January. Open- 
ing it I found that I was to command HMS Hearty, 
then in process of completion at Messrs. Thomycrofts 
shipyard at Woolston, near Southampton. The name of 
the ship meant little to me and it sounded more like a 
tugboat than anything, so it was a happy surprise when 
I found she was in fact a destroyer much like our own 
H class, though modified to suit the tastes of the Bra- 
zilians for whose navy she and five others were being 
built. 

Turning Venomous over to my relief, John Mac- 
Beath 1 , I hurried off to Thomycrofts and there, lying 
at her buoys, I saw the ship that I knew I could lose 
my heart to. To try to explain this feeling would be as 
tedious as those passages of a novel in which the author 
describes the beauty of his heroine, so I will restrict my- 
self to saying that she was a destroyer built on classical 
lines by Thomycrofts, who are in my opinion the finest 
destroyer constructors in the world. But even the most 
attractive of heroines cannot be without flaw and 
Hearty had early faults to get over. These were chiefly 
due to her completion date being arbitrarily advanced 
by order of the Admiralty who were desperate to get 
ships to sea where there was a deadly shortage of craft 
to hunt the U-boats and escort our convoys. However, 
steam trials, gunnery trials and all the multifarious tests 
and calibrations required before formally commission- 
ing went off well, and soon I had signed the receipt on 
behalf of the Admiralty for “one destroyer.” We were 
ready for our first assignment: to test her out for teeth- 
ing troubles. 

Owing to the hasty completion, we discovered that 
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the steel plates of the upper deck had not been properly 
. ^ .caulked, and the first time we found ourselves in a sea- 
way, everyone between decks lived in a perpetual show- 
erbath. Then we found that our gyro-compass, which 
was not the well-tried Sperry type that most warships 
had, was designed for the statelier motion of a mer- 
chant ship and when subjected to the lively antics of a 
destroyer threw in its hand in disgust, like a dignified 
dowager called upon to jive. The gunnery control sys- 
tem had been left incomplete and no director sight had 
been installed. Furthermore the instruments and sights 
at the guns were marked off in some decimal system 
which we never succeeded in understanding, instead of 
in degrees. There was therefore no way of getting the 
guns on to a target except by pointing or waving one’s 
hat or some such pre-twentieth century method. 

As for our torpedoes, of which we carried eight, 
they were, like the gunnery system, of a commercial 
type sold (by the great firm of Vickers) to all and 
sundry, but to my torpedomen, used to A dmir alty 
types, they were something of a closed book. We frank- 
ly did not care for them, particularly as their warheads 
— the business end — did not incorporate the safety 
devices which would prevent their exploding if struck 
by a bomb or shell. How right we were to view them 
askance was demonstrated later, in the Norwegian 
campaign, when a Polish destroyer armed with similar 
torpedoes blew herself in half as a result of a bomb hit 
on her torpedo tubes. 

All these things were very trying, but in compensa- 
tion, we had, to my delight, the latest asdic equipment, 
and we had a set of engines which sent us creaming 
through the water at 30 knots with hardly a tremor. 

A few days after commissioning we found that the 
name of our ship had been altered to Hesperus which I 
found very much more attractive. A change of name 
is supposed to be unlucky but it certainly was not so 
for Hesperus, for whom indeed it was a second change 
as she had originally been christened with some un- 
pronounceable Portuguese name. It was not, however, 
for reasons of euphony that her name was changed, 
but because Hearty was apt to be mistaken for Hardy 
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— the destroyer leader which was soon to gain fame at 
the Battle of Narvik. Another of our flotilla named 
Handy was in similar trouble as in Morse code this 
was only one “dot” different from Hardy. She was 
renamed Harvester and, like Hesperus, was to gain 
fame in the Battle of the Atlantic. 

The first two ships of this flotilla of Brazilian H’s to 
be completed were Hesperus and Havant and, pending 
the commissioning of the remainder, these two ships 
were ordered to Scapa Flow for anti-submarine patrols 
in defence of that great fleet anchorage. Our first duty 
6f any interest, however, was of quite a different na- 
ture. Hesperus and Havant were ordered to proceed to 
Thorshavn, the capital of the Faroe Islands, where I 
was to inform the Governor that, to forestall a German 
move in the same direction, the Allies were intending to 
occupy his domain and that the cruiser Suffolk, with a 
token landing force of Royal Marines, would be ar- 
riving the following day. On arrival at Thorshavn, I 
took the Captain of Havant, Bumell-Nugent, with 
me and landed to seek the British Consul. 

A very jovial crowd greeted us on the jetty and it 
was with difficulty that we managed to evade their 
hospitable intentions and make our way to the consu- 
late. From there we were taken to the Governor’s 
house and before I could attempt to get round to the 
matter in hand, Burnell-Nugent and I found ourselves 
in an atmosphere of hospitality and good will with 
drinks in our hands. The Consul managed to get across 
to the Danish Governor the purpose of our visit — 
news which momentarily dampened the atmosphere; 
but, calling for silence, the Governor made a little 
speech to say that he accepted the situation under 
“force majeure,” and the matter was not referred to 
again. 

My official business completed, Bumell-Nugent and 
I returned to our ships and took them out on anti-sub- 
marine patrol pending the arrival of the Suffolk. The 
mission was in the tradition of more spacious days 
before wireless telegraphy and air travel and I enjoyed 
the old-world air of it all. 

Meanwhile the Norwegian campaign had begun and 
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Hesperus was detailed as part of the escort for the 
battleship Resolution which was going to Narvik to 
bring her 15-inch guns to the support of our troops 
ashore. In the fiords, we took up the job of patrolling 
the entrances against submarines, alternating with in- 
shore patrols off the town of Narvik which was closely 
invested by Allied troops. Here we were able to give 
our guns’ crews their first taste of action as we had 
carte blanche to open fire on any enemy troops or army 
vehicles seen on the move. 

Perhaps the favorite occupation for all the ships at 
Narvik was trying to put a shell into the railway tunnel 
which housed mobile German field-guns. When they 
thought we were not looking, the Germans would run a 
gun out from the tunnel and fire a couple of rounds. 
Our object was to have our guns trained and ready to 
fire at this moment and we felt much like a cat at a 
mousehole. Our very sketchy gunnery control system 
mentioned above was a big handicap and, by the time 
we left the area we could not claim better than even 
honours. 

My memory of those days is filled with the incessant 
ringing of alarm bells for air attack which, as there was 
practically no darkness at that season in those lati- 
tudes, could come at any hour of the day or night. At 
Narvik we were out of range of the German Stuka 
dive-bombers so the attacks were all of the high level 
variety. 

The routine was to increase to about 20 knots and 
as the aircraft reached their dropping position — which 
we could fairly accurately estimate if we could not see 
the bombs leaving — to make a 90° alteration of course. 
If all went well, the bombs fell neatly where we 
would have been if we had continued on our course. 
Sometimes, however, there would be two formations 
attacking at once and I well remember on one occa- 
sion ^my First-Lieutenant, Lieutenant White, mutter- 
ing “Don’t look round now, sir, but we are being 
followed.” A second or so later a stick of bombs fell 
abreast of us though far enough off to cause no dam- 
age. 

Meanwhile the guns would blaze away vaguely in the 
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direction of the enemy. Once when the gunlayers 
could not see the target I remember calling to them to 
“aim at the sun,” which was about as effective as 
anything else. Surprisingly, this ridiculous procedure 
on several occasions scared off an enemy attack, which 
was immensely good for our self-conceit. 

After a number of such successes one inevitably 
achieved quite a reputation with one’s ship’s company 
for skilful dodging; this lost its relish when one found 
that every destroyer captain had a similar reputation in 
his own ship! One interesting discovery I made was 
that though everyone was scared while the bombs were 
falling, each one thought that he was unique in this. 
On going down to the wardroom on one occasion when 
we had been able to anchor for a brief spell, I re- 
marked to my officers how it annoyed me to see them 
so calm amongst the bombs while I was shaking like an 
aspen leaf under cover of my duffel coat. There was a 
moment’s silence and then a burst of laughter as some- 
one said, “But we have only just been saying how we 
envied you your calmness.” After this mutual revela- 
tion I believe we all found it much easier to take 
things light-heartedly. 

I think the most unperturbed member of the ship’s 
company was my sailor-servant, Able-Seaman Brown, 
who never failed to arrive on the bridge the instant 
the “all clear” was sounded with a huge, steaming mug 
of tea and a beaming smile. He will always linger in my 
memories of those days and of other different days. 
Days of gale and roaring seas when Brown would 
miraculously arrive in my sea-cabin with hot meals, 
prompt to the minute in spite of the ship doing every- 
thing but stand on its head. How he dodged the seas 
as he made his way forward from the wardroom galley 
I have never understood. I know that on one occasion 
at least he was hauled back inboard after being swept 
half through the berthing rails. But nothing would curb 
his enthusiasm. The skipper’s meals, like the mails, must 
go through! 

I hope he reads this tribute to him wherever he is, 
for I thought him the salt of the earth. 

It was surprising how indifferent was the aim of 
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these high-level bombers even with stationary targets. 
The Effingham, flagship of Admiral Lord Cork and 
Orrery, was moored at Harstad not far from Narvik 
and used to be attacked almost daily, but I do not 
think she was ever hit. When I first arrived at Harstad 
and berthed Hesperus I was pleased to have found a 
comparatively open piece of water in which to anchor 
until some habitue of the place advised me that it was 
down wind of Effingham and bombs aimed for her 
usually arrived a few cables down wind as the German 
airmen seemed incapable of allowing for the effect of 
the wind on the trajectory of their bombs. 

The time came for us to take part in an operation 
to land troops at the town of Mo, a fair distance south 
of Narvik. This took us within range of the Stukas and 
we found that they were a different kettle of fish. Our 
main armament of 4.7-inch guns could not elevate suf- 
ficiently to get them in their sights and we were left to 
depend upon one .5-inch multiple machine-gun of 
very doubtful reliability and a couple of stripped Lewis 
guns. 

In all this time we never sighted a single allied air- 
craft though we were assured each evening by the BBC 
of what deeds of derring-do the RAF were perform- 
ing all round us. While we were at Mo, however, the 
glad tidings filtered through to us that the aircraft car- 
rier Glorious was in the vicinity and that we could 
count on air support. This was our downfall. When a 
flight of aircraft appeared in “line astern” and with 
their undercarriages lowered — a recognition signal for 
our aircraft at that time — we took them for naval 
Skuas. It was not till they peeled off for their diving 
attack that we realized our mistake. 2 We managed to 
get sufficient way on to avoid any direct hits, but two 
near misses under our stem caused damage which re- 
stricted our speed and which required dry-docking for 
repair. So when a homeward-bound convoy was 
formed a week or two later we were ordered to form 
part of the escort and then to go on to Dundee for re- 
pairs. 


•German Stukas had fixed undercarriages. 
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My ambition from the outbreak of hostilities had been 
to serve in the anti-submarine war wherever the enemy 
was thickest. When it became evident that the Atlantic 
was to be their chosen battleground I longed for the 
chance to join our then meagre forces fighting bitterly 
on the defensive. 

I had a good reason for this. The hunt for, the 
stalking of, and the final killing of a U-boat had al- 
ways seemed to me to be the perfect expression of a 
fighting sailor’s art. Since the eclipse of the sailing ship 
the seaman’s highly specialized talents had been steadily 
submerged in a welter of scientific and mechanical in- 
struments to the extent that sea warfare had become 
largely a matter of mathematical computation, of aim- 
ing guns accurately at a barely-visible target some doz- 
en miles away. 

In anti-submarine warfare contact with the enemy 
would be at close quarters, and the fight would de- 
velop finally to personal combat in which good sea- 
manship might well decide the issue. 

As a junior commander, I had a horror of spend- 
ing the war bogged down in a fleet destroyer as a soli- 
tary cog in a vast complex battle organization, in which 
the chances of getting at the enemy were remote in- 
deed. Perhaps I was deplorably lacking in the ability 
to submerge myself in the anonymity of fleet screening. 
Certainly I resented always being at the beck and call 
of those “Big Brothers,” the battleships and aircraft 
carriers. 

In the winter of 1940, my unconscious desire for in- 
dependence was fulfilled and, still in command of my 
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destroyer, Hesperus, I was transferred to the Atlantic 
battlefield. 

The first few months were disappointing. Contact 
with the enemy was rare mainly because of mistaken 
tactics employed by our command ashore. We were sent 
on one wild goosechase after another to the positions of 
the latest sinkings only to find — as expected — that the 
guilty U-boat had fled the scene and was hidden in the 
deepfield. 

It was one of the worst winters in living memory out 
in the Atlantic and we, like so many other escort * 
and hunting ships, spent it mostly hove-to in appalling 
hurricanes, unable to make headway, while reports 
streamed in directing us to a U-boat attacking a lone 
merchantman or to a periscope allegedly sighted by a 
patrolling aircraft. 

I well remember one of these barren patrols for the 
more than usually prolonged ferocity of the weather. 
Hesperus, in company with her sister-ship, Hurricane, 
was patrolling rather aimlessly, being directed from 
time to time on to the stale scent of a U-boat, when 
the barometer started on the downward dive that in- 
dicated an approaching depression. We were prepared 
therefore for a south-westerly gale but soon we realized 
we were in for something more than usually savage. 

Wind and sea rose steadily and before long we were 
“hove-to,” just keeping the engines turning enough to 
maintain steerage way. This was normal in a severe 
Atlantic gale but conditions continued to worsen. The 
wind rose to a screaming madness; the terrifying rollers 
towered high above us with their tops streaming away 
down wind in spray. 

Maintaining steerage way was a problem, for any 
forward motion meant that each monstrous wave struck 
us that much harder and the bow buried itself that 
much deeper into the wave’s flank, scooping on to the 
deck tons of water which crashed their destructive way 
aft, wrecking any movable object in their path. 

To move along the upper deck was to take one’s life 
in one’s hands and it was necessary to divide the ship 
into two sections, those aft not being allowed to come 
forward and those forward having to remain there. 
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The forward section of officers consisted of one 
watchkeeper and myself and for two days and nights 
we “held the fort” alone up on the bridge, snatching 
food and sleep as and when we could. 

With the gyro-compass out of action from the ap- 
palling shaking it received every time we slammed 
down into the trough of a wave, and the magnetic com- 
pass veering wildly from side to side; it was impossible 
for the helmsman to steer a compass course. Hour after 
hour the ship had to be conned by orders from the 
bridge to the man at the wheel down below, as we 
tried to keep her from falling away and getting beam-on 
to the seas. 

But as the screaming squalls struck savagely at us, the 
rudder alone was insufficient steering aid and only by 
calling on the engines for short bursts of power could 
we keep heading up into the seas. This called for nice 
judgement, for if power were kept on for a fraction too 
long the thrusting propellers would send the ship crash- 
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ing into an oncoming wall of water with appalling force. 
Attention could not be relaxed for a moment. 

The dark hours were perhaps the most awe inspir- 
ing, for all that one could see of the approaching seas 
was the white of their tops as they rolled over and 
broke. They seemed to be at an impossible angle above 
us and to be surely going to crash down to break us 
like an egg-shell. 

On top of all this came blinding flashes of lightning, 
torrential downpours of rain and the eerie St. Elmo’s 
fires flickering at the masthead and yardarms and on 
any projecting object, at times even on the ends of our 
fingers and noses. 

I remember at the height of this particular storm 
standing at the front of the bridge for hours on end, 
looking upwards at the tops of the waves rushing at 
us, and, as my gallant Hesperus faced each one, grip- 
ping the rail and crazily exhorting her to “Climb, you — , 
climb!” Climb she miraculously did and we survived. 
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It used to put me in mind of the picture that hung 
in the cabin of my divisional commander when I had 
my first destroyer command, which showed a destroyer 
at sea in a gale and underneath the prayer: “Ah! God 
be good to me. The sea is so big and my ship is so 
small.” 

They were exasperating, futile days when the ships 
so badly needed to escort convoys were being bat- 
tered by fruitless hunts in storm-swept seas, without 
any hope of reaching the enemy before he had slipped 
away into the vast blank spaces of the ocean. Mean- 
while some of the inadequately escorted convoys were 
suffering disastrously. In October 1940, for example, a 
slow convoy of 34 ships, homeward bound across the 
Atlantic was an escort of two old and slow sloops and 
one little “Flower”-class corvette, was set upon by a 
pack of eight U-boats, among which were the boats of 
two of the leading “aces” — U 99 and U 100 — which 
I was fated to meet later in a decisive night encounter 
myself. 

Lacking radar, which had not yet been developed 
for surface warning, the escorts were helpless in the 
face of night attack; their defence was swamped and 
they could do nothing more than rescue survivors 
from the 20 ships sunk during three calamitous nights. 
Another convoy, following this one with a larger but 
inexperienced escort of ships haphazardly gathered 
together, lost 12 ships with two more damaged out of 
49. In neither case was a U-boat effectively attacked, 
let alone sunk. 

But as that long and painful winter drew to an end 
it became clear to those of us at sea that the days of 
hopeless misemployment were coming to an end. For 
in February 1941, we felt for the first time the impact 
of Admiral Sir Percy Nobel and his brilliant staff team, 
who had just set up their headquarters in Liverpool. 
They streamlined the organization ashore and afloat, re- 
organized the ships and brought fresh thinkin g to the 
strategic battle plan. 

A new feeling of intelligent purpose was in the air. 
Our sudden dashes across the ocean were not so aimless 
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and each time we returned to harbor it was evident that 
headquarters was more “on its toes.” 

There were plenty of rumours, but the one which 
proved of greatest interest foretold the formation of 
Escort Groups which would work-up and train together 
and remain as self-contained units. The object was to 
protect convoys with efficient teams rather than with 
groups thrown haphazardly together. 

During February, Sir Percy Noble decided to go out 
“to. the Atlantic “to see for myself how existing or- 
ganization can be improved.” By good fortune he chose 
to sail in a destroyer commanded by Commander Wal- 
ter Couchman, 1 who was on this voyage senior officer 
of an escort. 

Throughout the trip the escorts were subjected to all 
those interferences by the staff ashore about which we 
sea-captains had for so long felt bitter. The senior of- 
ficer was unable to use his own judgement; the ships 
under his command were sent off on vain chases by or- 
ders from ashore, until eventually Couchman’s ship 
with Sir Percy on board was left as the only escort to 
protect the convoy. No attack developed, but Sir Percy 
swore he would bring this nonsense to an end. It was a 
promise he kept and, by doing so, he laid the founda- 
tions of victory. 

On returning to Liverpool in March 1941 I was 
greeted with the news that I was to exchange com- 
mands. In place of my sleek Hesperus I was to take 
over an old, battered veteran of the First World War, 
the destroyer Walker. This was a rude shock. The crew 
of Hesperus and I had been through a lot together. 
The incessant air attacks of the Norwegian campaign 
and an Atlantic winter of unequalled ferocity had 
welded us into an efficient fighting team. I had no in- 
clination at all to leave them and it was with a sad 
heart that I packed my bags and said good-bye to of- 
ficers and men. 

I could not have foreseen then that eighteen 
months later I was to return to Hesperus and with her 
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enjoy the thrills of many striking actions against an 
enemy for whom the tide of victory was turning to defeat. 

Meanwhile I took over the old Walker and a strange 
crew with some misgivings. She had been heavily 
damaged in a collision and had just been given a new 
bow. Such surgical operations are not always successful 
and I could not have the same confidence in her. 

However, the pill was soon given a thick coating of 
sugar. With the command of Walker went command of 
one of the newly-formed escort groups. My job was 
to weld the ships into an efficient flotilla and take over 
the close escort of Atlantic convoys. This meant cer- 
tain contact and action with the enemy and, when I 
discovered that Walker was a happy and experienced 
ship, my old confidence returned. 

The officer with whom I was exchanging commands 
was an old friend and term-mate, Commander A. A. 
Tait, a gallant officer and brave man who subsequently 
became a famous Atlantic captain until his death in one 
of the most dramatic actions of the war. 

The rush of turning over to each other made the stay 
in harbour all too short. Secret and confidential books 
had to be mustered and checked, stores accounted for 
and, when that was done, there was the business of at- 
tending convoy conferences with the masters of the 
merchant ships and reading sailing orders and convoy 
instructions. 

But it was still early in March when I took Walker 
out of Gladstone Dock as leader of the 5th Escort 
Group, down the Mersey and out into the swept chan- 
nel, where the convoy was already forming and head- 
ing for the Irish Sea. 

The first few days with a convoy were always full of 
anxiety and activity for the escort commander. Any- 
thing from forty to eighty ships had to be counted, 
identified and checked by the convoy list; the inevi- 
table stragglers who could not make the speed they 
had claimed at the conferences ashore had to be en- 
couraged to do better or sent back to wait for a slower 
convoy; one or two ships would always break down 
with major or minor defects and a decision had to be 
made whether they should be left to rejoin within a 
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msfcnaftlfcjtitne, whether an escort Should be detached 
to protect them or whether they should be sent back 
to harbour for repairs. 

Throughout this initial period, it was k rare treat for 
an escort commander to get more than an hour or so 
off the bridge at one time. Watcli ^ould follow watch 
and day would fade into night, but the escort com- 
mander, and usually his Yeoman of Signals, would 
continue at their post attending to the thousand and one 
little problems of a convoy getting into its stride. 

The relationship between the convoy commodore 
and the escort commander perhaps needs explaining 
here. The commodores of ocean convoys were drawn 
from the ranks of retired admirals and senior merchant 
navy officers, who were given the acting rank of Com- 
modore RNR. They embarked with a small signal staff 
in the ship selected as their flagship for the voyage 
and their duties were to ensure the internal discipline 
of the convoy and its safe navigation and to manoeuvre 
the convoy as a whole, either to take it safely through 
restricted waters or, at the request of the senior officer 
of the escort, to evade enemy attack. 

In theory, the escort commander was responsible 
only for the convoy’s defence against enemy attack, but 
the dividing line between the spheres of responsibility 
was vague in the extreme. For example, a ship in the 
convoy improperly darkened was a matter of internal 
convoy discipline and if strict protocol were adhered to 
this would be dealt with by a request from the commo- 
dore to the escort commander to send an escort along- 
side her to remonstrate. But of course the culprit was 
exposing the convoy to danger from the enemy so any 
escort seeing such a breach of discipline dealt with it 
on the spot without reference to the commodore. . 

The commodores were vastly senior to the escort 
commanders and had they cared to stand on then- 
dignity and insist on the letter of the law with regard 
to responsibilities, relations could have been very dif- 
ficult. Fortunately they almost always behaved with 
wonderful courtesy and restraint and accepted the guid- 
ance and suggestions of their escort commanders who, 
they realized, were better informed of the general situa- 
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tion than they themselves were with their restricted 
radio communications. 

There was indeed an obscure paragraph in the con- 
voy instructions which did place the ultimate safety of 
the convoy as a whole on the shoulders of the escort 
commander and on the only occasion when I differed 
with my commodore it was a convenience to be able to 
invoke it. 

On the occasion in question the convoy I was es- 
corting was approaching home waters in dirty weather 
when I received a signal giving the position and course 
of an outward-bound convoy which, if we continued on 
our present course, would meet us head-on — a situation 
to be avoided at all costs. Giving the commodore my 
reasons I suggested he alter course to avoid it. I knew 
I had an accurate position of our convoy on my chart 
as my navigator had managed to get a fix by the stars 
that morning, but the commodore preferred to trust the 
estimated position which was all his flagship’s naviga- 
tor could offer, and he declined to accept my sugges- 
tion. A series of more and more acrimonious signals 
then passed between us and it was a very angry com- 
modore who finally accepted defeat. 

But this was my only fracas with a commodore and 
on all the other occasions we parted company with 
expressions of mutual esteem. The country owes a lot 
to these gallant gentlemen, many of them well on in 
years, who came out of their retirement to lend the 
weight of their experience and authority in producing 
the wonderfully disciplined convoys which maintained 
impeccable formation in spite of every enemy effort 
to break them up. The roll of honor of the commodores 
who gave their lives in this service is long and distin- 
guished. 

Before it was clear of the Irish Sea and in the West- 
ern Approaches on the edge of the Atlantic, the convoy 
would steam in two columns often more than ten miles 
long until the ships could sort themselves out and main- 
tain steady station-keeping at the right distance from 
the ships ahead. 

Meanwhile, lamp and wireless communications had 
to be tested, guns exercised and convoy rituals per- 
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formed, while the escorts barked around the convoy 
like sheepdogs. The clatter of signal lamps went on 
continuously from dawn to dusk when it would be re- 
placed by the muffled clicking of the shaded night 
lamps. My tiny signal staff, consisting of one Yeoman 
of Signals, Gerrard, and two Signalmen, Mortimore 
and Derbyshire, seemed never to sleep, for on them so 
much depended. 

Poor visibility and an inky, choppy, black night 
would only add to the difficulties of sorting out those 
great collections of ships and increase the burden car- 
ried by the escort commander. There was no radar to 
help and all ships were strictly darkened — the use of 
navigation lights was forbidden for pressing and ob- 
vious reasons. 

As the land dropped away astern and the open 
ocean was reached the convoy would be formed up 
by the commodore into eleven or twelve lines of 
ships covering an area about six miles across and two 
miles deep. The escort commander would then fling his 
half-dozen ships in a ring three to five miles outside the 
convoy. This ring formed a perimeter some forty-five 
miles long and escorts were therefore some eight mil es 
apart. 

Each ship would be allotted a section of this ring to 
patrol and, while the convoy steered a steady course, 
the escorts would weave back and forth across their 
area. Never on the same course for more than two 
minutes and never a regular pattern of zigzag was the 
golden rule to make things as difficult as possible for 
the U-boats. 

In my sea-cabin under the bridge the endlessly re- 
peated orders to the quartermaster at the wheel and his 
replies formed, with the “ping” of the asdic, a continuous 
noise background, night and day, day after day, a 
background which I soon ceased consciously to hear 
and through which I could sleep soundly only to be in- 
stantly awake should the noise pattern vary. An under- 
tone of urgency or anxiety in the voice of the officer of 
the watch, or an echo to the “ping,” would sound an 
alarm in my sleeping brain, and on many occasions I 
found myself halfway to the bridge before the reason 
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At other times, lying awake, an unaccountable feel- 
ing that all was not well would seize me and, sure 
enough, on going aloft a sheepish officer of the watch 
would say, “Sorry, Sir. We’ve got a bit out of station;” 
or perhaps, “I’m afraid I’ve lost touch with the convoy. 
Visibility has closed in. I was just going to call you.” 

Control of this widely spread force at once became a 
problem. In those early days the radio-telephone fitted 
in our ships worked on high-frequency or short wave 
which, unlike the Very High Frequency (VHF) sets 
which we had later, could be picked up at great ranges 
and so could be monitored, by the enemy. It could not 
therefore be used for plain-language messages which 
could pass useful information to the enemy, except in 
emergency. Everything had to be laboriously coded and 
decoded or sent by visual methods. 

Administrative and tactical signals had therefore, 
when possible, to be passed round the group and to the 
commodore of the convoy by signal searchlight during 
daylight. Hour after hour, the shutters of the lamps 
would clatter, passing messages to the next adjacent 
escort halfway to- the horizon who in turn would pass 
it on to her neighbour. The tiny signal staff allowed in 
those days to the senior officers of escorts performed 
prodigies of efficient signalling in all weathers and every 
degree of visibility, as did the signalmen on the heav- 
ing, cavorting bridges of the little corvettes; and it 
was not often that, as darkness descended, there were 
still important messages outstanding. 

But even so, how I longed for the VHF sets which 
were slowly coming into service! It was not until the 
American VHF set known as TBS (Talk Between 
Ships) became available through Lease-Lend that our 
desires were met. The transformation the TBS workedi 
in the cohesion of the group dispersed around the 
sprawling convoy was wonderful. Instead of the tedious 
process of call-up by lamp and the laborious spelling 
out of an order, or the shorter but insecure communica- 
tion by HF radio, each ship was in immediate touch 
with the others by simply speaking into a telephone 
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handset, the message coming through on a loudspeaker 
on the bridge. 

Given this quick and fairly certain means of com- 
munication, not only were many weary hours of visual 
signalling eliminated, but prearranged tactics to deal 
with various emergencies could be carried out precisely 
and in concert, and the efficiency of the group as a team 
rose tremendously. 

It was not without its drawbacks, however. Reliance 
upon it became so complete that the standard of visual 
signalling fell steadily and a breakdown of TBS some- 
times left a ship virtually out of communication with 
her fellows. It had its dangers too. All ships were on 
the same frequency and one could unconsciously jam 
another. Nothing could be more frustrating than to 
have some important manoeuvre hanging in mid-air 
while an interminable message from a neighbouring for- 
mation on some such triviality as fresh provisions 
would monopolize the air. 

There were amusing aspects also. The differing ac- 
cents of two signalmen on the TBS could produce mo- 
ments of misunderstanding which would have brought 
the house down as a music-hall turn. 

But all this was in the future and when I com- 
manded my group from the Walker visual signalling 
was still the basis of control. 

With such a loosely woven, extended force, it was 
of vital importance that it should have trained as a 
team and that each commanding officer should know 
what was required of him without the necessity for 
signalled instructions. Lack of these conditions time 
and again led to unnecessary defeats at the hands of 
the U-boats. 

It was obviously useless to hope that such a scat- 
tered force would form a screen proof against U-boat 
attack. By zigzagging independently around its al- 
lotted position, an escort could cover a considerable 
territory with the asdic, but on a dark night any well- 
handled U-boat could sneak undetected between the 
escorts. On such nights zigzagging was impossible owing 
to the danger of collision. Only on moonlight nights 
could we get any relief from the strain of clinging to a 
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convoy, and concentrate on detecting the enemy. For 
this reason I became almost a worshipper of the moon 
and to this day the night of a new moon recalls those 
dark winter nights early in the war when a storm and 
no moon meant hanging on to the convoy in little more 
than two hundred yards visibility and hoping that all 
the ships would be with us when morning came. 

Sometimes the merchantman I had decided to keep 
station on herself lost contact with the convoy and at 
dawn we would find just the pair of us alone in an 
empty, storm-swept ocean. 

The strain of constant vigil was something the U- 
boats never had to worry about. When submerged their 
hydrophones told them of a ship’s presence at a con- 
siderable range; then they could surface and carry out 
an attack with all eyes thoroughly rested. 

Fortunately no attack developed during my first out- 
ward-bound voyage as escort commander and I was 
given time to study the many problems which would 
arise when the enemy made contact. Often I spent hours 
on the bridge, or in the chartrooms, discussing tactical 
operations with my officers in the hope that someone 
would come up with an answer. But by the time we had 
dispersed our convoy about six hundred miles out and 
set off to rendezvous with another in mid-Atlantic for 
the return trip, we had still not worked out a satisfac- 
tory counter-attack. When the time came, circumstances 
would have to dictate my action. 

I was comforted somewhat to learn that most of my 
officers in Walker were experienced professional sea- 
men, accustomed to searching dark horizons, while I 
myself was blessed with splendid eyesight and had 
many years of night exercises behind me. There was 
every hope that should a U-boat attack in our sector 
of the screen we could spot him before he penetrated 
into attacking range. 

My First-Lieutenant and asdic officer was Lieutenant 
J. C. Langton, a former P & O Line officer who was a 
fine seaman and navigator . 2 Lieutenants Peter Sturdee, 


“Langton was killed later in the war; Bray and Sturdee retired as 
Commanders; Westlake later commanded a submarine. 
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RN, and Rupert Bray, Sub-Lieutenant Ronnie West- 
lake, RNVR, R. J. Chaplin, Gunner (T) and Mid- 
shipman R. B. Mann, RNR, completed the team of 
executive officers in which I quickly realized I could 
have the utmost confidence in an emergency. 

My engineer officer was Mr. G. F. Osborne, Com- 
missioned Engineer, who had nursed the ageing ma- 
chinery of Walker since the beginning of the war 
and kept it running in fair weather and foul with amaz- 
ing reliability — a feat which we only really appreciated 
when we heard how other ships of the same vintage got 
along. The life of an engineer in those old ships was one 
long succession of patching up worn-out steam joints 
and coaxing tired machines to behave as their makers 
meant them to. It took real engineers to avoid break- 
downs under these conditions. “Chiefy” Osborne, his 
Chief Engine-Room Artificer Paine and his Chief Stok- 
er Lugger certainly qualified for the title, for never once 
did Walker let me down. 

Rendezvous with a convoy in mid-ocean was an 
event full of drama which, to me, never lost its thrill 
though I experienced it dozens of times. In the usual 
dirty Atlantic weather the navigational problem was al- 
ways difficult. Either the convoy or ourselves, or both, 
might have been for long days of storm with no sight 
of the sun or stars from which to obtain an accurate 
position. 

The usual scheme to ensure a meeting in bad weather 
was to head first for the “furthest-on” position that we 
estimated that the convoy could have reached. There 
the flotilla would be spread at something more than 
the visibility distance and would sweep down the track 
of the approaching convoy. This allowed for consider- 
able errors of navigation. An anxious period ensued, 
with all eyes straining through the murk to catch the 
first glimpse of the grey shape of a merchant vessel 
looming up. Sometimes the convoy would have been 
delayed much more than estimated and hour after hour 
would go by while I would anxiously wonder whether 
the convoy had passed by unsighted and was maybe 
now steaming further and further away as each minute 
passed. Suddenly the radio-telephone would crackle and 
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the blessed news would come in that one of the flotilla 
was in sight of the convoy. A wave of relief would 
flood through my mind as all ships of the flotilla swung 
inwards and moved to their prearranged screening posi- 
tions round the convoy. 

In fair weather the difficulties were not so acute, but 
the meeting was in some ways even more dramatic, as 
on this occasion, when early on 15th March, 1941, my 
searching eyes saw the forest of top-masts rise over the 
western horizon, and I knew our rendezvous had been 
well made. The ships were then some fifteen miles 
away, but gradually, as the range closed, the whole 
stately array of them came into full view — some fifty 
merchantmen carrying supplies and munitions to a 
lonely beleaguered Britain. 

My escort group consisted of, in addition to my 
own ship, the destroyers Vanoc, Volunteer, Sardonyx 
and Scimitar and the corvettes Bluebell and Hydrangea. 

I took Walker over to the commodore’s ship, ex- 
changed signals and the usual gossip of the sea. Num- 
ber 25 had broken down four hours ago and was 
steaming to catch up; but would she make it before 
nightfall, or should she be sent off on a straggler’s 
route well clear of the convoy, to avoid the risk 
of her leading a U-boat to the convoy’s whereabouts? 

Number 53 had developed stealing gear trouble and 
had been put to the rear of a column to give her more 
sea-room for manoeuvring. A member of 37’s crew 
was seriously ill and would have to be transferred at 
sea to an escort carrying a doctor. In another ship a 
man was suffering from some lesser complaint and we 
would steer alongside her so that our doctor could ad- 
vise the ship’s captain over the loud-hailer on the prop- 
er treatment. At such times the conversation would 
prove highly diverting. 

These chores took up most of the day with my 
group patrolling their stations to ward off unexpected 
daylight attacks. All the while the convoy was heading 
for home — and into a dangerous concentration of U- 
boats. 

The code name for our convoy was HX112 and, as 
we steamed eastwards, I wondered if those gallant 
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merchantmen knew how ill-equipped their escort really 
was to deal with a determined attack. For them, any 
moment might bring a torpedo crashing home; then a 
crowded lifeboat in a freezing winter ocean could be the 
best they could hope for. I swore to myself that if I 
couldn’t prevent the enemy from attacking, I would do 
everything humanly possible to avenge the victims. 

By nightfall we had received enough warnings to 
indicate we had been spotted by the enemy and were 
now being shadowed. I warned my ships to prepare for 
an attack after dark, and a cloak of tense expectancy 
settled over the convoy. 

We had not long to wait. 
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THE FATE OF THREE ACES 


During the summer of 1940 and on through the winter, 
our convoys had been suffering crippling losses in the 
North Atlantic. The escorts, weak in numbers and 
lacking training as teams, seemed unable either to 
prevent these losses or to avenge them. 

In Germany, three outstanding U-boat commanders 
were credited with the majority of these losses. The Ger- 
mans are more given to hero-worship than the British, 
and these three “aces” were the toast of all Germany 
and the recipients of the highest decorations. On return 
to harbour they would be greeted by their commander- 
m-chief in person, bands would play triumphal 
marches and their crews would be wafted away to the 
earthly Valhallas of rest camps or to winter-sports re- 
sorts at public expense. 

These three heroes were Gunther Prien, commanding 
u 47, Joachim Schepke of U 100 and Otto Kretschmer 
of U 99. Prien had first made his name by his brilliant 
exploit in penetrating the defences of Scapa Flow and 
sinking at her moorings the battleship Royal Oak. A 
consummate seaman, a ruthless fighter and an ardent 
Nazi with more than his share of personal conceit, he 
was a brilliant individualist as a U-boat commander. 
By March 1941 he was credited with having sunk 
about 245,000 tons of Allied shipping. 

Schepke, with 230,000 tons, was of different charac- 
ter. Debonair, happy-go-lucky, with something of an 
actor in his make-up he was more than ready to play the 
part of the hero, with his cap at a rakish angle and 
an attitude of supreme self-confidence. 

The third and most successful of the trio, Otto Kretsch- 
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mer, was the most dangerous enemy of them all. Ut- 
terly fearless, supremely confident of his skill as a sea- 
man and a fighter and devoted single-heartedly to his 
career in the navy, he commanded his U-boat with the 
iron hand of a martinet, bringing his crew to the high- 
est pitch of efficiency, yet earning their complete devo- 
tion. Not for Kretschmer the boastful speeches, the 
theatrical gestures, the contemptuous over-confidence 
in the face of the enemy. His equals found him hard 
to know, nicknaming him “Silent Otto.” The hero-wor- 
ship which was showered on him and the glamour 
which his name evoked were equally distasteful to him , 
Compared with his exuberant fellow aces he seemed 
a sinister figure. Out in the waste of the North Atlantic 
he and U 99 were indeed a sinister and deadly menace, 
and no less than 282,000 tons of shipping had been 
sunk by them. 

Each of the three “aces” had thus sunk more than 
200,000 tons and they had an agreement that the first 
to reach 300,000 should be wined and dined by the 
other. two. In the early days of March 1941 they 
slipped from their moorings at Lorient and headed 
back for the convoy routes. For the first time all three 
were at sea together. As V 99 sailed, the strains of the 
Kretschmer March,” composed by the Army band- 
master in his honour, could be heard across the waters 
of the harbour. 

But even the great are mortal and the legend of inde- 
structibility which surrounded these three men was 
about to be shattered. 

Filthy weather plagued escorts and convoys from 
the North Channel across the wide sweep up to Ice- 
land. Huge, menacing seas rose high above the ships 
to crash down on creaking, groaning decks; men with 
red, bleary eyes strained to peer through the curtain 
of drizzle; and low overhead the dark water-filled 
clouds threatened fresh misery every dawn. 

There was no escape from it. They had to stick it out 
and concentrate harder than ever lest some lurking 
enemy should slink through their screen and decimate 
a helpless, wallowing convoy. 
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But the U-boats were not so harassed. When the 
strain took too heavy a toll on tired nerves, they dived 
to the peaceful protection of the world below the sur- 
face, safe in the knowledge that our asdics were unre- 
liable in the weather “upstairs” and, in any event, the 
operators would have lost their keen sensitivity in the 
wretchedness of their sodden, heaving surroundings as 
watch followed watch with never a let-up in the 
weather. 

Prien crossed the path of an inward-bound convoy 
about two hundred miles south of Iceland and took his 
chance. He drove in shortly before dusk on the 10th, 
the great seas hiding U 47 ' s tiny silhouette. But for 
some freakish reason, a rain squall scurrying across the 
scene suddenly cleared, leaving behind it a patch of 
passably good weather with decent visibility. To her 
horror V 47 found herself in full view of a destroyer. 

For a shocked second the hunter and hunted gazed 
at each other in surprise. Then U 47 heeled over in a 
tight turn as Prien attempted to run away on the sur- 
face. The destroyer — HMS Wolverine, commanded by 
my old friend, Commander Jim Rowland — increased 
to maximum speed allowed by the weather and gave 
chase. 

Then Prien made his mistake. He dived and, in 
doing so, lost speed and manoeuvrability. Wolverine 
raced over the diving spot and dropped a pattern of 
depth charges at shallow setting. Down below, the U- 
boat heeled and shuddered under the shock, and an 
ominous rumble developed from her propeller shafts. 
The explosions had blown her propellers out of align- 
ment, thereby creating the danger that at any moment 
the engines would be torn from their mountings. To a 
submarine hoping to remain submerged this would be 
disastrous; for she needs to make headway through the 
water to maintain her depth. 

Prien decided to take another chance. He would 
surface and rely on the darkness, just fallen, to hide his 
escape. It would be just too bad if the engines failed 
him. He surfaced about a mile from Wolverine's star- 
board bow, out of sight in the murky visibility. But his 
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damaged propellers were clearly audible on Wolverine's 
asdics. 

Jim Rowland resumed the chase and again Prien was 
forced to dive. This time the depth charges caught him 
on all sides, blowing in the sides of his ship. A tremen- 
dous underwater explosion accompanied by a vivid red 
flash told the tale of success to Wolverine and, a few 
minutes later, wreckage coming to the surface brought 
confirmation. 

The first of the aces had been destroyed. Kretsch- 
mer and Schepke would be liable for only two bot- 
tles of champagne — if either should return to Lorient. 

By the 12th the weather had eased, although rain 
squalls were frequent and there was no escaping the 
bitter east wind. Kretschmer in U 99 and Schepke in 
V 100 had encountered and sunk several convoy strag- 
glers and had been part of a pack which had attacked 
an inward-bound convoy. 

They had lost contact with each other but destiny 
had decreed they should meet at HX 112, as we made 
our way eastwards towards the danger zone created 
by the depredations of the aces. 

The first to reach us, however, was Korvetten-Kapi- 
t'an Lemp who had, in fact, opened the war at sea by 
sinking without warning the liner Athenia on 3rd Sep- 
tember, 1939. Shortly before midnight on the 15th he 
approached on the surface from the starboard side of 
the convoy. He crept to within a mile of the beam 
screen and fired a “fan” of four torpedoes at the long 
line of overlapping silhouettes. Two minutes later the 
Erodona, a 10,000-ton tanker carrying petrol, burst 
into blinding flame casting a ghastly glare over the 
heaving waters. Then came the dull detonation of the 
torpedo striking home. I had never before seen this 
most appalling of all night disasters and on the bridge 
of Walker we were shocked into silence by the horror 
of it and the immediate thought that none could pos- 
sibly survive. 

Alarm bells clanged urgently through the ship and 
sent men running to action stations. In the glare from 
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the blazing tanker we searched desperately through our 
binoculars for the sight of the U-boat responsible, 
while we zigzagged widely to cover as much sea as 
possible. Nothing was to be seen and the asdic ping 
brought no answering echo to indicate that we had 
detected a submarine under the surface. Silence from 
the other escorts showed that they were being no more 
successful. The corvette Bluebell was ordered to close 
the sinking tanker and see if there were any survivors 
to be picked up, but she soon reported that the sea was 
ablaze with floating petrol and that not a soul could be 
alive . 1 

There was no way of telling whence had come the 
torpedo. The U-boat might have fired from any point 
of the compass or it might be right in amongst the 
convoy columns. The escorts were stationed so as to 
cover as far as possible any direction of attack. 

To our astonishment and relief, however, the night 
wore on with no further attack and the coming of 
dawn brought us temporary relief. 

Yet I could not help but look forward to the next 
night with a deep sense of anxiety. My untried team 
were quite certainly going to have a battle on their 
hands — would my first report as a group commander 
consist of a sad tale of sunk or crippled ships with no 
U-boat “kills” to offset the losses? 

We waited all through the daylight hours, tensed and 
ready and it seemed as though the shadow of im- 
pending doom hung above the convoy. Then shortly be- 
fore dusk a signal flashed from Scimitar on the port 
bow of the convoy: To Walker — From Scimitar. Sub- 
marine in sight six miles ahead. Even as I began giving 
orders a wave of relief poured through me. At last we 
could get to grips with the enemy. I ordered full speed 
ahead and as signals streamed from my bridge, I was 
joined by Vanoc and Scimitar. 

As we closed the distance, the U-boat dived while 
still three miles away, and I spread out my small force 


•Happily and incredibly he was wrong. Survivors had got away; 
the ship did not sink and, when the blaze had died down, they re- 
turned on board and got her to Iceland. 
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in a line abreast one and a half miles apart so as to 
cover him with our asdics in whichever direction he 
might have gone. There seemed every reason to hope 
that, with the scent so fresh, we might make a “kill” 
and we started our hunt with keen anticipation. But we 
searched vainly until the approach of darkness made it 
imperative that we rejoin the convoy — and not so 
much as a trace of a decent echo. Leaving Vanoc and 
Scimitar to continue the hunt for a further two hours, I 
took Walker back. 

However, we had kept the enemy submerged, and 
now a drastic alteration of course by the whole convoy 
put him well astern. It would take him most of the night 
to catch up and regain an attacking position. I could 
hardly hope that he would be the only attacker, and I 
was sure the night held action in store for us. But I did 
not yet know that we were up against the cream of the 
U-boat arm — a weak, loosely-knit few against Ger- 
many’s most famed aces. 

Leaving Vanoc and Scimitar to keep down our 
elusive enemy, I raced back to the convoy and regained 
station at 10 p.m. Six minutes later, my expectations 
were fulfilled by a brilliant flash and loud explosion on 
the other side of the convoy. 

Our evasion tactics had failed: battle had been 
joined for the fate of HX 112. 

In the next hour, five ships were torpedoed. I was 
near to despair and I racked my brains to find some 
way to stop the holocaust. While the convoy stayed in 
impeccable formation, we escorts raced about in the 
exasperating business of searching in vain for the al- 
most invisible enemy. Our one hope was to sight a 
U-boat’s tell-tale white wake, give chase to force her to 
dive, and so give the asdics a chance to bring our 
depth-charges into action. Everything had to be sub- 
ordinated to that end and so, with binoculars firmly 
wedged on a steady bearing, I put Walker into a gently 
curving course, thereby putting every point of the 
compass under a penetrating probe. It worked. 

As her bows swung, a thin line of white water came 
into the lens of my glasses, a thin line which could only 
be the wake of a ship. There were none of ours in that 


40 


5J& * U-BOAT KILLER 


direction; it had to be a U-boat! -I shouted* orders in- 
creasing speed to 30 knots and altered course towards 
the target. Suddenly, the U-boat spotted us and in a 
cloud of spray he crash-dived. A swirl of phosphores- 
cent water still lingered as we passed over the spot and 
sent a pattern of ten depth-charges crashing down. 
We could hardly have missed; it had been so quick we 
must have dropped them smack on top of him . Then 
the depth-charges exploded with great cracking ex- 
plosions and giant water spouts rose to masthead height 
astern of us. Two and a half minutes later another ex- 
plosion followed and an orange flash spread momen- 
tarily across the surface. We had every reason to hope 
that this was our first “kill.” 

Though we learned later that this was not so, for our 
charges had exploded too deeply to do him fatal dam- 
age, we felt almost certain at the time when our asdic 
search showed no trace of a contact. Vanoc came racing 
past to rejoin the convoy and offered assistance. I re- 
fused this, convinced as I was that we could safely 
leave the scene with a “probable” marked down in the 
log book, and ordered her back to her station. 

However, no U-boat was officially recorded as de- 
stroyed without tangible evidence and I continued the 
asdic search until such time as wreckage should come 
to the surface. 

It was just as well. For half an hour later we gained 
contact with a certain U-boat. Our prey had not been 
“killed”; he was, in fact, sneaking back towards the 
convoy still bent on attack. 

Recalling Vanoc to assist in the hunt, we set about 
our target with a series of carefully aimed patterns of 
depth-charges. 

Taking it in turns to run in to the attack, pattern 
after pattern of depth-charges went down as we tried 
to get one to within the lethal range of about twenty 
feet of our target. But he was a wily opponent and, 
dodging and twisting in the depths, he managed to 
escape destruction though heavily damaged. 

Soon the waters became so disturbed by the repeated 
explosions, each one of which sent back an echo to the 
asdic’s sound beam, that we could no longer distin- 
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' -gjiish onr targe* from the other echoes and a lull in th* 
fight was forced upon us. 

I had for some time past noticed in the distance the 
bobbing lights from the lifeboats of one of our sunken 
ships, but with an enemy to engage there was nothing 
for it but to harden my heart and hope that the time 
might come later when I could rescue the crews. This 
lull seemed a good opportunity and perhaps if we left 
the area temporarily the U-boat commander might 
think he had shaken us off and be tempted into some 
indiscretion. So, the Vanoc steaming round us in pro- 
tection, we stopped and picked up the master and 
thirty-seven of the crew of the SS F.B. White. 

This completed, the time was ripe to head quietly 
back to where the U-boat had last been located and 
perhaps catch him, licking his wounds on the surface. 

We had hardly got under way when I noticed that 
Vanoc was drawing ahead fast and thought perhaps 
she had misread the signal ordering the speed to be 
maintained. As I ordered a signal to be made to her, 
Yeoman of Signals Gerrard said, “She’s signalling to 
us, sir, but I can’t read it as her light is flickering so 
badly.” I realized that Vanoc must be going ahead at 
her full speed and being, like Walker, an old veteran, 
her bridge would be shaking and rattling as her 
30,000 h.p. drove her forward through the Atlantic 
swell. 

Rupert Bray, on the bridge beside me, said, “She 
must have sighted the U-boat.” Even as he spoke, 
Vanoc came on the air with his radio-telephone, with 
the laconic signal: “Have rammed and sunk U-boat.” 

What a blissful moment that was for us, the success- 
ful culmination of a long and arduous fight. Some- 
thing in the way of revenge for our losses in the convoy 
had been achieved. 

There was grim joy on board Walker, and not least 
amongst the merchant seamen from the F. B. White 
who felt they had a personal score to settle. But for the 
moment our part was confined to circling Vanoc in 
protection, while she picked up the few survivors from 
the U-boat and examined herself for damage. We were 
glad of this breathing space as, with all the depth- 
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charges carried on the upper deck expended, the depth- 
charge party led by Leading-Seaman Prout were strug- 
gling to hoist up more of these awkward heavy loads 
from the magazine, with the ship rolling in the Atlantic 
swell, and often with water swirling round their waists. 
They were not a moment too soon, for, as we circled 
Vanoc, I was electrified to hear the asdic operator A. B. 
Backhouse excitedly reporting “Contact, Contact.” But 
I could hardly credit it, for not only was it unbe- 
lievable that in all the wide wastes of the Atlantic a 
second U-boat should turn up just where another had 
gone to the bottom, but I knew that there were sure to 
be areas of disturbed water persisting in the vicinity 
from our own and Vanoc ’ s wakes. The echo was not 
very clear and I expressed my doubts to John Langton, 
but Backhouse was not to be disheartened. “Contact 
definitely submarine,” he reported, and, as I listened to 
the “ping” the echo sharpened and there could be no 
further doubt. With a warning to the men aft to get any 
charges ready that they had managed to hoist into the 
throwers and rails, we ran into the attack. It was a 
great test for John Langton for, with the maddening 
habit of the beautiful instruments of precision pro- 
vided for us, they all elected to break down at the 
crucial moment. But much patient drill against just 
such an emergency now brought its reward. Timing his 
attack by the most primitive methods, Langton gave 
the order to fire. A pattern of six depth-charges — all 
that could be got ready in time — went down. As they 
exploded, Walker ran on to get sea-room to turn for 
further attacks, but as we turned, came the thrilling 
signal from Vanoc — “U-boat surfaced astern of me.” 

A searchlight beam stabbed into the night from 
Vanoc, illuminating the submarine V 99 which lay 
stopped. The guns’ crews in both ships sprang into 
action and the blinding flashes from the 4-inch guns 
and tracers from the smaller weapons made a great 
display, though I fear their accuracy was not remark- 
able. Destroyer night gunnery in such a melee is apt 
to be pretty wild and, in those days when flashless 
cordite was not issued to us, each salvo left one tem- 
porarily blinded. In Walker confusion soon reigned 
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around the guns for the enthusiasm of our guests from 
F. B. White knew no bounds. Joining up with the am- 
munition supply parties, shells came up at such a 
phenomenal rate that the decks were piled high with 
them till the guns’ crews were hardly able to work their 
guns. But fortunately we were able very soon to cease 
fire as a signal lamp flashing from the U-boat, “We 
are sunking” (sic), made it clear that the action was 
over. Keeping end on to the U-boat in case he still had 
some fight left, we prepared to lower a boat in case 
there was a chance of a capture, but even as we did so 
the crew of the U-boat abandoned ship and she 
plunged to the bottom. 

I manoeuvred Walker to windward of the sw immin g 
Germans and, as we drifted down on to them, they 
were hauled on board. Some of them were in the last 
stages of exhaustion from the cold of those icy north- 
ern waters by the time we got them on board. Some 
indeed would never have made safety had not Leading- 
Seaman Prout gone over the side fully clothed to aid 
them. One was so apparently dead that he was nearly 
consigned to the deep there and then but someone 
suggested trying to thaw him out in the warmth of the 
galley — and in due course he came to life. This man, 
a Petty Officer named Kassel, later proved invaluable as 
an interpreter and go-between and lived to have some 
strange adventures as a POW. 

The last to come over the side was obviously the 
captain, as he swam to Walker still wearing his brass- 
bound cap. We were soon to find out that we had made 
indeed a notable capture, for the captain was Otto 
Kretschmer, leading ace of the U-boat arm, holder of 
the Kni gh t’s Cross with Oak Leaves and top scorer in 
terms of tonnage sunk. As he reached our deck an 
amusing little incident took place. Kretschmer found to 
his surprise that he still had slung round his neck his 
Zeiss binoculars, a very special pair made at Doenitz’s 
orders for presentation to a selected few aces. Kretsch- 
mer had always sworn that no enemy would ever 
board his ship and no enemy would get these prized 
binoculars. The first he had ensured and now he tried 
to send his glasses to the bottom also. But he was too 
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late. Peter Sturdee grabbed them and in due course 
they arrived on the bridge, where I claimed them as 
my prize of war. For the rest of the war they were my 
inseparable companions and played their part in bring- 
ing several of Kretschmer’s successors to a similar fate. 

Meanwhile the convoy, free at last of its persecutors, 
had steamed on and it was time for us to rejoin. Even 
as we set course, we thought for a moment that more 
attacks were developing, for a look-out suddenly 
shouted, “Flares, bearing Green 10.” However, a quick 
look showed that it was the waning moon climbing 
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out of the sea to the eastward and the tension worked 
up in all of us collapsed in a gale of laughter. The St. 
Patrick’s Day which had started so grimly had seen 
revenge come to sweeten our bitterness. 

From my post on the bridge, news came to me from 
time to time of how our prisoners were behaving as 
they recovered from their shock and exposure. Kretsch- 
mer himself was confined to my after-cabin where 
he sank very soon into the profound sleep of exhaus- 
tion. Of the remainder, only the First-Lieutenant, von 
Knebel-Doberitz, behaved in the arrogant way we had 
learnt to expect from dyed-in-the-wool Nazis and had 
to be put firmly in his place from time to time. 

Papers found on some of the prisoners were cuttings 
from German magazines lauding the exploits of the 
U-boat men whom they called “sea wolves.” Another 
document of great interest was a drawing showing a 
convoy with, in its midst, a U-boat firing torpedoes into 
the ships at point-blank range. This indicated that 
Kretschmer’s tactics had been to do just that. Confirma- 
tion came from the Master of the F. B. White who had 
indeed sighted V 99 between the convoy columns and 
had been turning his ship to try to ram when he had 
been struck by two torpedoes and brought to a stand- 
still. We began to realize then why all our desperate 
vigilance had been of no avail once the attack had 
started, for it became clear that all the damage had 
been done by the one boat, U 99, and she was out of 
our reach in the middle of the convoy. The other 
U-boat sunk had evidently been the one sighted on the 
previous evening. Having evaded our search, it had 
steamed at high speed on the surface to overhaul the 
convoy and so betrayed itself by its conspicuous white 
wake. What happened to the three other U-boats which 
prisoners stated had been co-operating, we never 
found out, but they certainly failed to bring off an at- 
tack. Perhaps our sharp alteration of course after dark 
had shaken them off as so often in other encounters. 

At daylight it was possible to exchange signals freely 
with Jim Deneys in Vanoc and our satisfaction was in- 
tense when we heard that the other victim had been 
V 100, commanded by Joachim Schepke, second only 
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to Otto Kretschmer in fame as a harrier of our shipping. 
Two aces in one night was a considerable bag. U 100 
had been forced to surface by Walker's and Vanoc's 
attacks and was hoping to escape on the surface, having 
been, as he thought, given up by us. The need for 
relentless and persistent hunting of a U-boat, which 
was always being dinned into us, was thus amply 
demonstrated. One significant feature of the action was 
that V 100 had been detected, for the first time in his- 
tory, by the primitive and till then largely ineffectual 
radar set in Vanoc. 

The last moments of V 100 had been grimly dra- 
matic. When Schepke in the conning-tower saw Vanoc 
tearing towards him, he called down to his men: “All 
right, he will miss us astern.” No doubt he was de- 
ceived by Vanoc’s camouflage painting, for a few 
seconds later he died horribly, crushed between the 
destroyer’s bow and his own periscope standards. 

During the day we overhauled the convoy and as 
we steamed up the lines, our prisoners were brought 
on deck to have a look. It was comical to see the look 
of dismay on their faces as they saw the splendid array 
of ocean-going ships, steaming in perfect formation as 
though nothing had happened. Our hearts warmed to 
those gallant masters who had grimly stuck to their 
station in the convoy, when every instinct must have 
been urging them to slide off in the darkness away from 
the danger area — a seemingly sensible act which in 
practise meant almost certain disaster. 

Kretschmer, also on the quarterdeck at this time, 
was seen to be staring with lively interest at the ship’s 
crest, a horseshoe. Turning to “Chiefy” Osborne stand- 
ing by him he remarked, “This is a strange coinci- 
dence! My ship also sailed under the sign of the 
horseshoe, though ours was shown with the points 
downwards.” 

“Well, Captain,” replied the Chief, “in our belief a 
horseshoe that way up allows the luck to run out and 
it would seem in this case to be only too true,” which 
brought a rueful laugh from our prisoner. 

Meanwhile on board captives and their capturers 
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settled down together more or less amicably in the 
very restricted space available; for it must be remem- 
bered that besides almost the whole of U 99’s crew we 
had on board the crew of the F. B. White. These felt 
that they had a personal score to pay and at times had 
to be restrained from taking it out of the Germans. 
There was no question in my small ship of keeping the 
prisoners segregated. The wardroom was very con- 
gested with the officers from the F. B. White, the 
Germans and my own officers who could barely find 
space for themselves when off watch. While the Ger- 
mans were thawing out, John Langton, anxious not to 
have pneumonia cases on his hands, ordered whisky 
for the Germans. Von Knebel-Doberitz haughtily re- 
fused his drink, pompously ordered the remainder not 
to drink with us, and ended with a Nazi salute and a 
“Heil Hitler.” Mr. Chaplin, the gunner, was on to him 
like a terrier and warned him that if he valued his life 
that was the last time he would try on anything of that 
sort. The others were told to drink up and after a 
slight hesitation they did so and tension relaxed. The 
merchant navy officers could not resist some minor digs 
at the Germans. While their uniforms were being dried 
off, not only the medals and insignia were taken as 
souvenirs but even the fly-buttons. Great were the 
complaints when the Germans discovered their losses. 
The rules for treatment of POWs forbade the confis- 
cation of medals and insignia and Peter Sturdee had 
quite a job extracting them from their purloiners to 
return them. The flies were never recovered and I 
never did hear how the Germans managed without. 

With the congestion in the wardroom, the senior 
members of our guests were given my harbour cabin to 
use. My engineer officer, Mr. Osborne, a devotee of con- 
tract bridge, soon got a four going, consisting of himself, 
Kretschmer and the master and chief officer of the 
F. B. White, an extraordinary combination when one 
thinks of it, with the addition of an armed sentry 
to add piquancy. Osborne always maintained that it 
was the only time in the war he managed to get a decent 
game! 
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From Kretschmer we were able to discover very 
little and we were for a long time puzzled as to why he 
had blundered into us in the way he did. Had he a 
rendezvous with U 100 astern of the convoy, or was he 
trying to come to the aid of his comrade? Long after- 
wards I learnt the truth from Kretschmer’s own account 
and realized how lucky I had been. For V 99, with all 
torpedoes expended, was looking forward to nothing 
but a quiet passage home and the usual rapturous 
welcome. Kretschmer had no inkling that he was any- 
where near any escort and was himself below, when, 
steaming fully surfaced his officer of the watch suddenly 
sighted Walker or Vanoc and crash-dived immediate- 
ly. As usual, the U-boat had had the advantage of the 
first sighting and, had he stayed on the surface, might 
well have made off unseen. As it was, submerging at 
once made him detectable on our asdics and his fate was 
sealed. This also explained how our first detection was 
very uncertain, no doubt just as the U-boat was diving; 
but as it went deeper it was fairly caught in the asdic 
beam and clearly identified. Kretschmer himself la- 
ments the decision of his officer of the watch to dive, 
which was strictly against his standing orders for action 
in case of a sighting. But the sands of his luck had truly 
run out that night from the upside-down horseshoe that 
was the badge of V 99. 

Kretschmer gave us the impression of being far from 
the fanatical Hitlerite we had half-expected. Indeed, as a 
professional naval officer and a most skilful one, he had 
much the same attitude to politics as we had ourselves 
and preferred to restrict him self to his duties and la- 
ment the mess the politicians had made of things. 
Kretschmer spoke good English and knew the West 
Country well, having studied at Exeter University for 
some time before the war. He professed to admire our 
people and was bitter that the activities of politicians 
had made it necessary “for the only two decent nations 
of Europe to fight each other.” One cannot help won- 
dering whether the revelations of the horrors perpe- 
trated by his countrymen at Belsen and such-like 
places have modified this rather naive summing-up of 
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the situation! 1 After the war I was to meet Kretschmer 
on several occasions. The first was when he came to 
London for the launching of the book by Terence 
Robertson, The Golden Horseshoe, about his wartime 
experiences in U 99 and as a prisoner-of-war. I took 
the opportunity to return to him his binoculars with a 
friendly inscription, a gesture which appeared to affect 
him deeply. Subsequently he stayed briefly with my 
wife and me when he came to England in connection 
with a television programme. He was still something 
of a “Silent Otto,” but we warmed to each other even- 
tually and became, I believe, good friends. He reached 
the rank of Rear-Admiral in the West German Navy 
before retiring in 1 973. 

The next day the convoy had reached the sheltered 
waters of the Minches and could safely be left to the 
remainder of the Group to escort. Walker and Vanoc 
were ordered ahead to land their prisoners at Liver- 
pool. From the urgent signals calling for details it was 
clear that our success had made something of a sen- 
sation at home. At last the long ran of failures to coun- 
ter the U-boat’s night attacks had been broken. 
Though it was not solely responsible for the success, the 
fact that, for the first time, a U-boat had been detected 
by radar was an indication of things to come and 
pointed the way to the cancelling-out of our disadvan- 
tage at night vis-a-vis our elusive opponents. 

Our arrival in Liverpool was something of a triumph. 
My battered and salt-stained little ship was berthed at 
Prince’s Landing Stage, usually reserved for more lordly 
vessels and we were greeted by the C-in-C Sir Percy 
Noble and many of his staff, all anxious to give us 
their congratulations. 


Admiralty records of Kretschmer’s interrogation by Intelligence 
Officers say: ‘The capture of Kretschmer and loss of U 99 ... is a 
serious blow to German morale and propaganda and an important 
victory for Britain over the U-boats. The crew of U 99 gave the 
impression of having attained a higher degree of efficiency than any 
other U-boat crew interrogated so far. For the first time there was no 
criticism of officers. On the contrary a marked degree of loyalty and 
admiration for their captain was expressed by the men. He was less 
of a Nazi than had been assumed.” 
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Jubilant as I was with the result of my first convoy 
battle and more than ever confident that my escort 
group and my ship were becoming a team, well-trained 
and competent, I knew, too, how much there had been 
of luck in our success. Schepke had died, true to form, 
through over-confidence. Long immunity had led him 
to underrate the possibility of being sighted on the sur- 
face at night and, steaming at high speed, his wake 
had given him away and from that moment he could be 
brought within asdic range. Against a skilful team his 
doom was then certain. We could not hope for others to 
make the same mistake. 

Kretschmer, by sheer bad luck, had stumbled into 
the asdic beam of a destroyer when, as he thought, the 
battle was over, the convoy passed on and no thing but 
a quiet passage to Lorient lay before him. 

The U-boat properly handled in night attack had 
still an immense advantage, though Vanoc’s radar de- 
tection of U 100 gave promise of a turn of the tide. 
Furthermore we knew that Kretsc hm er had been using 
the tactics of penetrating between the columns of the 
convoy, into a position from which he could pick his 
victims with certainty and with no possibility of a miss, 
whilst enjoying virtual immunity himself. Submerged 
or trimmed right down, he could maintain the speed 
of the convoy, and remain unsighted. 

Had the German U-boat arm maintained the high 
standard of its early days, it would seem certain that it 
would have continued to use bold tactics of this na- 
ture. Rapid expansion, however, and this loss of the 
three aces within a week, led the Germans to turn in- 

50 



LIFE WITH THE CONVOYS 51 

stead to mass attacks, popularly known as the “Wolf 
Pack” tactics. These tactics entailed a rigid control of 
all U-boats by HQ to ensure a concentration round 
each convoy before an attack was launched. In the 
event, the Germans to some extent played into our 
hands by this decision, for it meant that any U-boat 
commander making a first sighting of a convoy had to 
report the fact to the shore and then remain shadowing 
until a wolf pack had gathered. If the time to attack 
had come, he had again to break wireless silence and 
report the fact. 

One of the scientific developments of the Second 
World War was the perfection of a direction-finding 
apparatus capable of accurately taking the bearing 
from a ship of a high frequency wireless transmission. 
In my Hesperus we had had one of the first of these 
sets, but initially results were very poor and unreliable. 
The later sets which were installed in our escorts were 
a great improvement and it will be seen later how this 
device and the German propensity for radio “chatter” 
led directly to the destruction of a number of U-boats 
which would otherwise have remained undetected. I 
have no hesitation in saying that High Frequency Di- 
rection Finding or H/F D/F played as great a part in 
the defeat of the U-boats as did radar, though of course 
one was complementary to the other and each served 
to bring into play the ultimate killer, the asdic. 

But these developments were still in their infancy 
and until they reached maturity it was the human eye 
alone which could seek out at night the submersible 
torpedo-boat which is what the German night tactics 
had made of the U-boat. 

The arrival of spring and summer allowed us to peel 
off some layers of the warm but damp clothing in 
which we lived continuously at sea during the winter. 
The award of a batch of decorations to various officers 
and ratings of Walker and Vanoc was a cause for 
gratification, though, as always on these occasions, it 
was sad that only a few members of what was essen- 
tially a team could be singled out for them. The be- 
haviour of some ships in convoy was as unpredictable 
and uncertain as ever and gave us plenty of headaches. 
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but of the enemy there was hardly a sign. The loss of 
three “aces” had, in fact, led the U-boat command to 
suspect that the escorts were being equipped with some 
new secret weapon or device. They had therefore 
shifted their patrol area south-westerly to the Green- 
land coast, beyond the westerly limit to which escorts 
based in Britain could go without re-fuelling. There 
they had some initial successes against convoys still 
under the escort of the Canadian Navy. The Admiral- 
ty’s reply was to base some groups in Iceland to take 
over the mid-Atlantic section of the route. Our group 
was not one of these, however. 

On return from one trip, during which we had had as 
our guest in Walker the distinguished American au- 
thor and lecturer, Vincent Sheean, we arrived in Liver- 
pool to find it in the throes of its “blitz.” On our first 
night there took place what we knew as the Battle of 
Bootle, when that part of the Mersey port was badly 
hit and some thirteen merchant ships in the river and 
docks were sunk. But for some reason, when the Ger- 
man Air Force had Liverpool at almost its last gasp, the 
attack was shifted elsewhere and the port was able to 
get into its stride again. 

Peter Sturdee had a lively night in charge of the 
ship’s fire party dealing with the incendiaries which 
came down in showers. Vincent Sheean, determined 
not to miss anything, joined up with the party and 
provided considerable light relief at times. Lacking ex- 
perience at that time of air raids his reactions were slow 
and as Peter and his party dived for cover to the tune 
of the whistling bombs, Sheean would be left standing, 
a large and solitary target, only to dive madly in his 
turn just when the danger was momentarily over. But 
he bore a charmed life and emerged unscathed, per- 
haps made immune, we thought, by the intensity of the 
celebration of our return to harbour earlier in the eve- 
ning, which had left him in that happy condition in 
which one has the special protection of the “Cherub up 
aloft,” so sailors say! 

Gladstone Dock, the basin in which all Liverpool 
escorts berthed, received a number of hits, including 
one which wrote off my car— to my intense disgust — 
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but the ships were very little damaged. However, two 
of the three lock gates of Gladstone Dock were dam- 
aged and another hit would have either imprisoned the 
escort fleet in the basin or would have made the basin 
tidal so that we should have then all rested firmly on the 
bottom at low water. We were therefore all sent off to 
base ourselves on Londonderry. 

We were quite familiar with the outer approaches 
to this Northern Ireland port for, in the estuary of the 
River Foyle, was stationed a tanker from which escorts 
could take a last drink of oil fuel before setting out 
into the desert of the Atlantic Ocean. We were there- 
fore used to lying close off the neutral shore of Eire 
whence “bumboats” would ply a trade with us in such 
rareties as fresh eggs and nylon stockings. The fact that 
sometimes only the top layer of eggs was fresh, or that 
the life of the stockings was very short, did not greatly 
upset us for an egg was an egg in those days and 
nylons a sure way to a girl’s heart. 

Now, however, we had the experience, familiar to 
other escort groups already based there, of threading 
our way up the narrow and tortuous channel of the 
River Foyle to the historic old city of Derry. On our 
first arrival there, I embarked a pilot and invited him to 
con us up the river. To my dismay, being properly 
brought up in the methods of navigation and pilotage 
as taught at HM Navigation School, I found that the 
compass was ignored by this intrepid old gentleman, 
who preferred to steer on such objects ashore as “Moth- 
er Murphy’s white cow” or “Paddy Monaghan’s byre.” 
With a shudder of horror I instructed John Langton to 
extend the hospitality of the wardroom to the pilot 
while I reverted to more orthodox methods of pilot- 
age . 1 

Londonderry was a land “flowing with milk and 
honey” for us, where such unheard of luxuries as steaks 
could be had in the restaurants and butter in lumps 
instead of thin slivers. After the scenes of smoking ruin 
at Liverpool, Londonderry’s peaceful air, where people 

’I would like to say that after the war I was again based at Lon- 
donderry and found that the present generation of pilots are right 
up-to-date and smart as paint. 
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would probably show you the scene of the explosion of 
“the bomb” was a benison. It sometimes made going 
to sea to face the winter gales all the harder. As one 
slipped down the narrow river, peaceful little sheltered 
cottages passed within biscuit toss. The blue peat smoke 
rose lazily into the air and one envied die owners 
their warm fireside and quiet night ahead of them. A 
comer of the river would be rounded, the wind would 
start keening through the rigging and we knew that by 
nightfall water would be sloshing about between decks 
and we would be lashing ourselves into our bunks when 
the time qame to turn in. 

The summer months of 1941 constituted almost a 
lull in the Battle of the Atlantic. Although our convoys 
still suffered attack and our losses in merchant ships 
continued, the U-boats had lost some of their confi- 
dence and if they found a convoy well escorted they 
would withdraw to find easier prey or their attack 
would be half-hearted. On two occasions the convoy 
escorted by my group suffered casualties but never 
on the scale inflicted by such aces as Kretschmer and 
Schepke. In each case the attack was beaten off for the 
loss of one ship of the convoy but the U-boat responsi- 
ble escaped. 

On one of these occasions Walker had an interesting 
duel with a U-boat in which, though it is sad to relate 
the U-boat escaped, valuable clues to the tactics and 
capabilities of submerged U-boats were discovered. On 
26th July, 1941, the outward-bound convoy OS 1, 
escorted by my group, was attacked in daylight by a 
submerged U-boat and the SS Atlantic City was tor- 
pedoed and damaged. Knowing that the submarine 
with its slow submerged speed must eventually drop 
astern of the convoy after its attack, I organized a 
search in that direction and soon was lucky enough to 
pick up a contact on the asdic which we confidently 
assessed as being a submarine. 

We prepared to use depth charges and Walker ran 
in for the first attack. To our dismay, the contact was 
lost when we were still some five hundred yards away, 
which meant that the attack had to be delivered largely 
to guesswork and on the assumption that the enemy 
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continued at the same course and speed as had been 
calculated during the early part of the run-in. We began 
to doubt also whether our contact was indeed a sub- 
marine, or could it be one of those maddening shoals 
of fish which so often gave an echo to our ping, only to 
disperse and vanish when attacked? Still, we had to 
make sure and our depth-charges were duly delivered 
at the estimated time and place to cover the U-boat. 

Running on and turning back to pick up the contact 
again in the position indicated by our automatic plot- 
ting table, we drew a blank and our doubts increased. 
But when a wider search was made, there was the firm 
solid contact again with all the characteristics of a sub- 
marine under way. Confidence restored, Walker ran in 
again to deliver a careful, accurate attack; but once 
again contact was lost at five hundred yards or so and 
when next picked up the target was far from where it 
was calculated it could be in the time. 

It was clear we were up against a U-boat with capa- 
bilities of deep-diving and rapid manoeuvre greater 
than any with which they had been credited to date. 
The range at which contact was lost was an indication 
of great depth of target, for the asdic beam was fixed 
“in elevation” and, like that of a searchlight, able to 
sweep round but unable to be raised or lowered. Thus, 
as the target was approached, it came steadily into an 
increasingly narrower part of the beam until, at a range 
dictated by its depth it passed out of the beam alto- 
gether and no echo came back to the asdic receiver. 

To lose contact at 500 yards meant that the U-boat 
was at some 600/700-foot depth and our Intelligence 
at that time gave a limiting depth to which they could 
go as 350 feet. On this assumption, our depth-charges 
were so designed that the deepest at which they could 
be set to explode was 500 feet. 

Similarly, Intelligence had led us to believe that the 
standard U-boat’s turning capabilities were equivalent 
to those of our own submarines. But when the contact 
was regained after each attack, the target turned up in a 
position which indicated it had been able to manoeuvre 
with a much greater agility. There we were, with a 
nice fat U-boat on the end of our asdic beam and un- 
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able, with the weapons at our command, to deal it a 
fatal blow. Throughout a long, warm, summer morning, 
in a calm sea, we and our consort, the Norwegian 
destroyer Bath, tried to outguess the U-boat command- 
er’s manoeuvres and, if we could not get our depth- 
charges down to his depth, we hoped we might at least 
make them explode accurately above him. 

To our rage and shame the U-boat sailed serenely on 
its way in the depths until our depth-charges were all 
expended. Even so, could we have held contact we 
might have called for others to continue the attack and 
finally have forced the submarine to the surface when 
his batteries were exhausted. Unfortunately, the asdic 
had one serious limitation. If the layers of water near 
the surface of the ocean became heated or chilled to any 
great extent, the sound beam became distorted, and 
could finally become diverted at a steep angle to the 
bottom of the sea or to the surface. The hot summer 
sun blazing on a strangely calm Atlantic was steadily 
producing these conditions as the morning wore on 
and, towards noon, we realised we had lost contact. 
Frantic search, wider and wider in scope, produced no 
result and we knew we had been finally defeated. It has 
been possible since this book was originally written to 
extract some of the other side of the story from German 
records. The U-boat concerned was V 141 and our 
early attacks did cause her considerable damage; so 
serious, indeed, that the U-boat captain, anticipating 
surrender, ordered the destruction of his codes and 
confidential books. As we suspected, however, our 
attacks had got less accurate as time went on and the 
U-boat was able to survive until after dark when, with 
batteries flat and fresh air exhausted, she was brought 
to the surface expecting to find her enemies waiting. 
Finding an empty ocean, the crew thankfully set about 
making temporary repairs before shaping course for 
base. 

Meanwhile, with no depth-charges left, we were of 
little value to the convoy which was, in any case, by 
now nearly out of the danger zone. So with permission 
from the command we had hurried back to London- 
derry to replenish. Here we were able to put in our re- 
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port. U-boats were diving to 600 feet or more and 
could turn submerged in tighter circles than a destroyer. 
This information was greeted with considerable scepti- 
cism but when, in August of that year, U 570 fell intact 
into our hands, it was found to be true. As a result 
depth-charges capable of being set to sink to 700 feet 
before exploding were eventually devised and issued to 
the escort forces. 

The problem of delivering these depth charges to the 
correct spot still remained unsolved, however, until the 
late Captain Walker, our foremost U-boat killer, de- 
vised what he called the Creeping Attack which I was 
able to use later in the war to good effect. 

As the summer wore on, with only sporadic attacks 
being made on our convoys, it would seem that an ex- 
cess of confidence beset the staff at Derby House. The 
essence of convoy protection, the escort flotilla, kept to- 
gether as a trained body and under a commander 
whose tactical ideas were so well known to his captains 
that in action few orders were needed, was gradually 
abandoned under the stress of finding ships to under- 
take the countless tasks for which destroyers and cor- 
vettes were wanted. 

The group I commanded became more and more 
diluted and dispersed. This was not always the fault of 
the directing staff. The hazards of wartime navigation 
in congested waters and under “black-out” conditions 
were very real and sometimes instructions, which were 
intended to give one the advantage in the presence of 
the enemy, were blindly followed when the dangers of 
encounter with the enemy were greatly less than nor- 
mal sea hazards. One destroyer of my group disap- 
peared from the scene for many months under repair, 
through head-on collision with another destroyer in the 
narrow straits joining the Irish Sea to the North Chan- 
nel. Both ships were steaming at 20 knots, completely 
darkened and without navigation lights on a pitch dark 
night. 

In such a situation the danger of navigation lights 
aiding an enemy was remote, and it would have been a 
wise precaution to have shown them. Other ships suf- 
fered heavy-weather damage through wrong handling 
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in the enormous Atlantic seas and in retrospect it is 
clear that guidance for the inexperienced, based on the 
lessons learnt in the first winter of the war, would have 
helped to avoid many such incidents and lessened the 
chronic shortage of escorts from which the Western 
Approaches were never free. 

Whatever may have been the chief cause, as the 
autumn of 1941 approached with its longer nights and 
the prospect of a renewed onslaught on our convoys, 
the system of properly constituted escort flotillas had 
largely broken down. My own group finally broke up 
when Walker, becoming due for a refit, went to South- 
ampton in September for the purpose and the ship’s 
company went off, a half at a time, for some well- 
earned leave. 

I had been for some time engaged to Monica Strick- 
land and on 11th November we were married at 
Brompton Oratory. We had met in the hectic first 
months of the war when the destroyer I commanded. 
Venomous, was engaged in the nightly cross-channel 
escort of the troops to France. Since then our courtship 
had been carried on at such far-apart places as Dundee, 
Southampton, Kendal and Liverpool. The absence of 
any long leave and the inability to forecast the brief 
leaves between trips had always prevented any plan 
being made for a wedding. 

With my ship in dry-dock at Southampton we were 
able to honeymoon in the New Forest and I could keep 
an eye on my ship at the same time. I fancy that my 
wife then learnt to accept the hard lesson that a naval 
officer is never heart-whole if he has a ship to care for, 
and she soon came to accept and indeed to understand 
this. 

With the end of the honeymoon Walker was again 
ready for sea. The most important addition to her 
armament was a structure like a miniature lighthouse, 
inside which was the rotating aerial of that war-win- 
ning device, the 10-centimetre radar. This had been 
the product of two scientists, H. T. Randall and H. A. 
H. Boot, working in a team under Admiralty auspices, 
who had solved the problem of high-power transmis- 
sions of high-frequency radar waves by means of the 
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resonant cavity magnetron, resulting in the first radar 
capable of picking up objects as small as a U-boat’s 
conning tower. 

Radar was the perfect complement to the asdic 
which would revolutionize the situation round the con- 
voys. Where the asdic failed so lamentably, in detection 
of submarines on the surface, radar was to fill the gap. 

Given this magic eye, it would become impossible for 
a surfaced U-boat to penetrate the screen of escorts 
undetected, no matter how black or wild the night. 
Moreover, if knowledge of our possession of radar 
could be kept from the enemy for a while, he would be 
walking blindly into a trap if he maintained his tactics 
of surface attack. For surprisingly the Germans, al- 
though they had been ahead of us in developing a sur- 
face warning radar, had contented themselves with sets 
of comparatively low frequency. They did not suspect 
such a scientific breakthrough as Randall and Boot had 
achieved and for a long time they were to be complete- 
ly puzzled as to what means of detection was causing so 
many of them to be surprised on the surface by night 
or in fog. 

Our earliest radar sets had been highly unreliable 
and barely capable of detecting a submarine sooner 
than could the eye. Vanoc’s detection of V 100 at one 
mile was an outstanding performance and not to be 
expected. But with the new sets now coming into pro- 
duction, ranges of three or four miles could be ob- 
tained. 

A further refinement of radar sets as they developed 
was the Plan Position Indicator (PPI), which gave a 
continuous visual presentation of the area round the 
ship on which any object detected by the radar showed 
up as a blob of light. This completely solved the old, 
harassing problem of night escort, for a picture of the 
whole convoy and its escorts was always on display on 
the PPI and a glance at it would betray immediately 
any alteration in the convoy formation or any shifting 
from her station of an escort. Previously, with the on- 
set of darkness the escort commander had no knowl- 
edge of what might be going on in the convoy. No 
longer now was the attention of the officer of the watch 
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distracted by haying to keep the convoy in sight, even 
on the blackest night. The PPI did this for him and he 
could concentrate on detection of the enemy. 

The relief to escort group commanders and to all 
their escorts’ captains was inexpressible. No longer the 
anxious nights of storm and blackness when it was as 
much as could be expected of the escort to keep peril- 
ously in sight of the nearest ship of the convoy, loom- 
ing vague and menacing a few hundred, spray-swept 
yards away. No longer that helpless, intimidating re- 
alization that the first warning of a night attack would 
probably be the thud of a torpedo striking home in the 
convoy and the distress rockets from the vict im soaring 
up into the sky. 

It was not at once that these improvements reached 
us, of course. The products of the back-room boys 
came to us bit by bit, but the new set installed in 
Walker was an enormous advance. 

With this exciting new device we were more than 
ever keen to get back into the Battle of the Atlantic and 
we set off for Liverpool confident that convoy duty 
awaited us. 

My wife had gone ahead to get rooms in the Mersey 
area so that we could be together during my brief stays 
in harbour. What was my dismay, therefore, and that of 
my ship’s company, when as we shaped up to enter the 
Gladstone Dock an excited figure on the dock wall 
bellowed at us to go to sea again and that orders were 
being signalled. The orders when they arrived could not 
have been more unpopular. They were for us to proceed 
to Iceland where we were to relieve a destroyer of the 
Home Fleet as part of the screening force for the capi- 
tal ships based on Hvalfiord. For me this was the 
most depressing prospect. 

Instead of my cherished independent command and 
the prospect of renewing our duel with the U-boats, I 
foresaw weeks of lying at anchor waiting for the un- 
likely chance of the big ships getting into action with a 
German unit breaking out into the Atlantic. How right 
my forecast turned out! 

Christmas came and New Year and still we lay in 
that dismal Hvalfiord where night began at 3 o’clock 
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and daylight at 10, the only excitement being the daily 
emergency and shifting of billets as the sudden winter 
gales came screaming down the fiord. We thought our 
purgatory was at an end when our two battleships 
raised steam and put to sea, with us duly taking up our 
position on the screen, and set off south-eastwards to- 
wards home. But alas, we soon learned that two other 
battleships were taking their place and on meeting we 
were to transfer ourselves to the new squadron and re- 
turn to Iceland. We felt we were truly the forgotten 
men and, being Western Approaches ships working for 
the Home Fleet, we felt we might never get back to our 
own hunting-grounds. 
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Our Iceland exile came to an end eventually, of course, 
and we found ourselves back at Liverpool for a brief 
spell in February 1942. But instead of the expected 
return to the Atlantic convoys Walker received orders 
to cross the Atlantic to Canada to be based in Halifax, 
Nova Scotia. 

This brought one of our pleasanter interludes for we 
had to put in to Punta Delgarda in the Azores for fuel. 
As it was a neutral Portuguese port, our stay was 
strictly limited, but it was blissful to be able to relax in 
the atmosphere of peace. The British Consul kindly in- 
vited some of my officers and myself to luncheon in his 
flower-decked house and regaled us with some of the 
local wines. 

But before we could altogether relax there were the 
age-old courtesies of the sea to exchange with the 
Portuguese guard ship at anchor in the harbour. This 
meant a ritual call by my officer of the guard and a 
search for a sword for him to wear. This weapon, so 
readily available in time of peace, paradoxically was 
conspicuous by its absence in wartime. 

However, one was finally unearthed and Rupert 
Bray, correctly accounted, pennant flying from the 
bows of his boat, made the call and was received with 
the time-honoured ceremony of twittering pipes and 
saluting officers, though the solemnity of the occasion 
was somewhat marred by the passing of bottles of port 
wine down to my boat’s crew by the Portuguese sail- 
ors, anxious to demonstrate their status as Britain’s 
oldest allies. 
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On arrival in Halifax, we found that we were to 
lead a group of what was to be known as the Western 
Local Escort Force. Disappointed as we had been to be 
removed from our old stamping-ground, news of the 
U-boat operations on the American east coast soon 
made us realize that we had in fact come to the area in 
which we were most needed. 

For the United States, at war since December 1941, 
was giving the U-boats a field of operations which be- 
came known to them as the U-boat paradise. Woefully 
short of all types of escort vessel, and with no convoy 
organization previously planned, the Americans hoped 
that strategically placed striking forces of fast sub- 
marine chasers and aircraft would be able to inflict 
heavy losses on the U-boats should they attack the 
shipping routes on the US east coast, even though ships 
were allowed to sail independently. 

As the majority of these shipping routes run close 
inshore for a great deal of their length, such a belief 
would have been understandable had there not been 
shining examples of its fallacy both in the First World 
War and on the British side of the Atlantic in the 
Second. Human nature being what it is, it would not 
have been surprising had the Americans merely been 
unprepared to base their strategy on the experience of 
others, particularly if those others were at all ready to 
suggest that having been already at war for two years 
they “knew all the answers.” But in fact these mis- 
taken beliefs were contrary to the advice given by 
their own experts — the Support Force which had been 
entrusted with the anti-submarine campaign in the 
Atlantic. Using the technique of escorted convoy, this 
Force achieved the remarkable result in the same 
period of escorting some 2,600 ships with the loss of 
only six. 

Their own great Fleet Commander of the First 
World War, Rear-Admiral W. S. Sims, USN, was also an 
authority the Americans might have accepted, and by 
doing so, have saved themselves and their allies from 
shipping losses of appalling magnitude. A dmir al Sims 
wrote of the U-boats: 
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Our tactics should therefore be such as to force the 
submarine to incur this danger in order to get within 
range of merchantmen. It therefore seems to go with- 
out question that the only course for us to pursue is 
to revert to the ancient practice of convoy. This will be 
purely an offensive action because if we concentrate 
our shipping into convoy and protect it with our naval 
forces we will thereby force the enemy, in order to 
carry out his mission, to encounter naval forces. . . . 
At present our naval forces are wearing down their 
personnel and materiel in an attempted combination 
of escorting single ships, when they can be picked up, 
and also of attempting to seek out and offensively en- 
gage an enemy whose object is to avoid such encoun- 
ters. With the convoy system the conditions will be 
reversed. ... In a word, the handicap we now labour 
under will be shifted to the enemy; we will have 
adopted the essential principle of concentration while 
the enemy will lose it. 

' 

But despite such a clear and authoritative warning, 
shipping along the American coast, which included a 
high proportion of valuable oil tankers carrying the 
very life-blood of modern war, continued to sail inde- 
pendently. By March 1942 the figures of merchant 
ship losses had sky-rocketed to the record monthly to- 
tal of 500,000 tons. In that month the first convoys 
were organized. They sailed between Boston and Hali- 
fax without a single loss. But south of Boston, no con- 
voys were run and by June losses had reached an 
all-time high with 700,000 tons lost in a month. Mean- 
while, it was not until April that the first U-boat was 
sunk in the area. No wonder the U-boat crews after- 
wards referred to this period as “the happy times!” In 
June the first convoys to and from the oil ports of 
Trinidad and Aruba were run — and not one ship in 
those convoys was lost. 

By now the lesson had been well and truly rammed 
home — but at what a cost! As each portion of the 
shipping routes wa* included in the convoy system, the 
U-boats moved further afield in search of softer nuts to 
crack. And to point the moral for all time, the United 
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States Naval Commander-in-chief, Admiral Ernest 
King wrote: 

I might say in this connection that escort is not just 
one way of handling the submarine menace, it is the 
only way that gives any promise of success. The so- 
called patrol and hunting operations have time and 
again proved futile. 

Though at first American susceptibilities would not 
countenance the use of our ships off their coasts, with 
the organization of a complete convoy system the anti- 
submarine forces of all the Allies were made inter- 
changeable. This was after I left Walker, however, and 
while I was with her our area of operations was be- 
tween Halifax and Newfoundland. In those icy 
northern waters all shipping was already organized in 
convoys, and there was “no enemy but winter and 
rough weather.” 

I suppose that by this time I was be ginning to suffer 
from the strain of continuous sea command in war for 
more than two years, including two winters in the North 
Atlantic in small ships. Existence at sea was confined 
to the open bridge or the little box underneath it 
graced by the title “Captain’s Sea Cabin.” One was 
rarely dry in winter and usually miserably cold, in 
spite of layers of sleazy “warm clothing.” The condi- 
tions off Newfoundland in winter were possibly more 
continuously foul than anywhere else I had served and 
the bitter cold which caused a layer of ice even on the 
inside of the ship’s side, helped to wear one down. 

The Plimsoll mark on the side of a merchant ship 
shows the draught to which it may be loaded under 
varying conditions. The line showing the least draught 
and so the greatest factor of safety is marked with the 
ominous letters WNA — for Winter North Atlantic. It 
is not surprising, therefore, that in the Winter North 
Atlantic the little corvettes and destroyers of the escort 
force took a considerable beating from time to time. Or 
perhaps it is truer to say that in destroyers the ships 
and their crews took a beating, while in the corvettes, 


66 


U-BOAT KILLER 


owing to their wonderful sea-keeping qualities, it was 
only the crews who suffered. 

The Flower-class corvettes of 1,010 tons, mass- 
produced for the sole duty of convoy escort and which, 
after 1940, formed the greater portion of any escort, 
were remarkably successful. In weather in which de- 
stroyers with their long sleek lines, designed primarily 
for speed, would be restricted to courses which would 
keep them heading into the seas to avoid serious dam- 
age or risk of capsizing, the Flowers with their broad 
beam would ride the huge waves with confidence and 
steer in any direction with safety. This did not mean, 
of course, that they rolled any less. They had a vicious 
roll which it took a strong stomach to put up with. But 
on the whole, destroyers, with their corkscrew mo- 
tion, the crash of their bows as they smacked down 
with each wave that passed under them and the whip- 
ping of the hull as their screws rose to the surface, 
were more wearing to the bodies and souls of their in- 
habitants. And they were wet! With the “hog gin g” 
and “sagging” of their long hulls of thin, riveted high- 
tensile steel, small leaks would develop everywhere. 
Their fine, high-speed lines would cut through waves 
over which other types of ship would ride and the 
green water would then roll its destructive way along 
the forecastle and crash down on the iron deck. Or 
sometimes a sea would seem, without reason or warn- 
ing, to rise up out of the general turmoil to windward 
and hurl itself vindictively down on the deck amidships. 

Under these conditions, taking over or going off 
watch was an adventure. One careless move, a mistake 
in judging when the next sea would come aboard or 
perhaps a foolhardy dash for shelter scorning the use of 
the lifelines could result in a man being swept over- 
board never to be seen again. If conditions got too bad, 
all movement on the upper deck would be forbidden 
and in anything like bad weather no man would be 
allowed out of shelter alone. Disasters, of course were 
rare, but what was almost invariable was a thorough 
soaking which meant misery for those going on watch. 
For those going below it was little better for there is 
little opportunity to dry clothes on the mess-decks and 
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a sailor cannot take many changes of clothing to sea 
with him, for lack of stowage space. In spite of con- 
tinual baling and mopping, water would be sloshing 
across the mess-decks from one side to the other as the 
ship rolled. Conditions in wardroom and cabins were 
little better and it is perhaps worse to have a bunk from 
which you can be hurled to the deck from time to time 
than a hammock. 

In the North Atlantic during winter such conditions 
sometimes continue for weeks on end. Depression fol- 
lows depression with monotonous regularity giving no 
respite to dry out clothes or the ship between one 
screaming gale and the next. It would not have been 
surprising if morale had dropped, petty irritations 
grown into flaming rows, dislikes into hatred — in fact, 
if all the symptoms of an unhappy ship had developed. 
But I heard of few such cases. Somehow the miseries 
shared welded ships’ companies as a rule into happy 
teams. 

It had not crossed my mind that I was near the 
cracking point. But one black, stormy night, we were 
approaching the harbour of St. John’s, Newfoundland, 
when my signal staff made some small error in exchang- 
ing recognition signals with the Port Signal Station. 
My Yeoman of Signals, Gerrard, was a man of unfail- 
ing good humour and quiet efficiency, but I was furious 
at the mistake and gave him a scathing “blast.” I re- 
alized later that this was entirely unreasonable and un- 
justified and resolved to try to control myself better in 
future, but at the same time I began to wonder whether 
I was heading for that psychological condition known 
as “operational fatigue.” 

It seemed too providential to be true, therefore, when 
I arrived in harbour to find my old friend and term- 
mate, Jim Rowland, Prien’s killer, waiting to relieve me 
of my command. On relief I was to go to the new US 
naval base at Argentia as the British representative. 

I left for Argentia with only the vaguest idea of what 
my job was to be. Indeed, I had never heard of the 
place before and it was not till later that I learnt that 
its harbour had been the scene of the historic meeting 
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between President Roosevelt and Mr. Churchill at 
which the principles of the Atlantic Charter were first 
enunciated. 

Now it was to take its place in the history of the war 
as the forward base for the American contribution to 
the Atlantic battle, the “Support Force” as it was 
known. From his headquarters at Argentia the US 
Admiral commanding this force controlled the convoys 
and their escorts while they were in the western half of 
the Atlantic. Responsibility passed from this American 
commander to the C-in-C Western Approaches at a 
position in mid-Atlantic known as the CHOP line. 

Here at Argentia, too, the British and Allied escort 
groups were to be based for their turn-round between 
convoys. For St. John’s, the capital of Newfoundland, 
used by the Canadian Groups, was too small to take any 
more. 

So out of nothing a base was to be created. The dock 
facilities, the repair shops, the supply organization and 
the refuelling arrangements of old-established ports 
like Liverpool or Greenock, as well as a full-sized air 
station, had to be provided in a few months. It was a 
project to daunt the heart of anyone accustomed to 
the orderly and deliberate progress of peace-time civil 
engineering. But to the Americans, with their tireless, 
New World enthusiasm and utter disregard of the cost, 
it was just another job. 

Before their arrival Argentia was a tiny village, hud- 
dling round its tiny Roman Catholic church, and did 
not even give its name to the bay on which it stood, 
which was called after the neighbouring larger village of 
Placentia. By the time I arrived all had been trans- 
formed. 

The Americans had set-to to carve a base out of the 
wilderness with all their customary hustle and vigour 
which was later to become so familiar but which, to 
my unaccustomed eyes, was a source of wonderment. 
Monstrous “diggers” clattered furiously away all day 
and on through the night under the glare of arc-lights. 
Roads were laid down with the speed of an unrolling 
carpet and as often as not vanished again equally quick- 
ly when their purpose had been achieved. I well re- 
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member being bidden to dinner in the AdmiraFs mess 
one night and finding, when I wished to return to my 
own quarters, that the road by which I had come had 
vanished like a dream. As the “Flag Mess” was “dry” 
in accordance with US naval custom, I needed a very 
strong restorative to recover from the shock when I got 
home. 

There were other amusing aspects of this furious 
activity. For instance, there was a local legend that the 
first digger to be set to work to excavate the peat moss 
to prepare a foundation for the first runway of the air- 
field, could find no solid bottom and finally dug itself 
underground and was seen no more. And time and 
again the power supply of the base would fail as some 
juggernaut would plough its way madly through the 
underground electric cables — a little co-ordination be- 
tween departments having been overlooked. On one 
occasion the water tank just above my quarters col- 
lapsed with a most spectacular smash which any small 
boy would have given his soul to see, and a torrent of 
water swept round the house which, being made of 
wood, I expected at any moment to become water- 
borne. 

Later on, a project to excavate for the installation of 
underground oil-tanks was set in motion round the 
“British Embassy,” as my quarters were called by the 
Americans, and day by day we found these vast pits 
encircling us more and more and creeping nearer and 
nearer, till eventually one narrow path alone kept us in 
communication with the outside world. I used to won- 
der whether the engineers in charge were using a map 
which did not show my house, and I feared that some 
day my staff and I would be swept unnoticed into the 
belly of some mechanical Moloch and that only our 
absence from the club that evening at “gin time” would 
reveal the disaster that had overtaken us. 

When I first reported at Argentia I found that Lieut.- 
Commander Alison was holding down the job pending 
my arrival, but he could not enlighten me as to what 
my position was in this 100 per cent US base. The 
job itself was plain enough. It was to look after the 
interests of the British escort groups which were now 
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accompanying the convoys the whole way across the 
Atlantic and using Argentia as their base for replenish- 
ment and repair before returning with a homeward- 
bound convoy. But how I was to achieve my object was 
not so apparent, for I was not appointed to the staff of 
the US Admiral or the CO of the base who would 
supply our needs. As the solitary “Limey” in the place 
— my staff were at first all Canadian — I was looked on 
with the utmost suspicion. Had I come to try to teach 
the Americans their jobs? Or would I claim the right 
to participate in the operational control of the British 
ships which, in the western half of the Atlantic, came 
under US naval control? At this stage of the American 
participation in the war, that close liaison between our 
navies, almost integration indeed at times, which be- 
came common later, had not yet been achieved. 

The US Navy very naturally feared that with two 
and a half years of war behind us we might be prone to 
claim that our experience gave us the right to lay down 
the law in operational matters. My welcome by the 
senior US naval officer, Admiral Bristol, was therefore 
hardly cordial and his chief of staff, Captain R. B. 
Carney, later to rise in a meteoric career to be Chief 
of Naval Operations of the US Navy, managed to 
convey — in the nicest possible manner — that I had bet- 
ter stick to my purely administrative desk and leave 
operational matters alone. 

There were amusing sides to the situation. I remem- 
ber my desperate struggle to be allowed to see signals 
concerning the movements and expected arrivals of 
escort groups, so that I could arrange for their recep- 
tion, berthing and replenishment. These signals were 
“operational” and so outside my province. But I finally 
convinced the American staff that the nature of my job 
really did necessitate my having, this information and 
that the simplest way of passing it to me was to let me 
see the signals. Even then, “security” imposed a ban on 
my being given copies and I had to go, cap in hand, to 
the Flag-Lieutenant to beg for what I needed. Even- 
tually this problem sorted itself out and f well recall 
the day when a vast and complicated safe was in- 


TRANSATLANTIC RESPITE 73 

stalled in my office so that these secret documents could 
safely be left in my hands. 

I confess that I was somewhat chilled by this recep- 
tion, but the wonderful experience of being once again 
in a land where there was no black-out and where 
meat was a thing which came by the pound and not 
by the ounce, and of being able to go nightly to a bed 
in which I did not need to wedge myself in to prevent 
being thrown out, was sufficient compensation and gave 
me patience to await the time when this early chill 
might wear off. 

In the event, the time was to come when I was able 
to count “Mick” Carney as a great personal friend and 
to have a real affection for the rest of the Admiral’s staff. 

As to the job of seeing to the welfare of the escort 
groups, it was made easy by the open-handed generosi- 
ty, the passion to be of service, and the slick efficiency 
of the US Navy. The repair and maintenance of our ships 
were centred in the repair ship USS Prairie which was 
also the flagship of Admiral Bristol. The equipment of 
this ship, and above all the enthusiasm and brilliant 
organization of her ship’s company, were an eye-opener 
to me and to the escorts which were looked after by her. 
I had had some experience of our own repair ships and 
they came very badly out of the comparison. 

Perhaps because the US Navy, unlike the Royal Navy, 
has never been able to count on dockyards and bases 
constantly under their lee in foreign waters, they have 
developed to a fine art the employment of the mobile 
“fleet train” of repair and replenishment ships. The 
Royal Navy had, of course, to follow suit when the time 
came for it to play its part alongside the Americans in 
the Pacific and it has profited ever since from the les- 
sons painfully learned then. 

I shall always look back on my time at Argentia as 
a wonderfully peaceful interlude in an otherwise inci- 
dent-packed war. Between visits of escort groups, when 
the harbour was empty of British ships, I was not 
exactly heavily occupied. Mick Carney had arranged 
for a little wooden house, very typical of Newfound- 
land, to be set aside for my staff and me, and there we 
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set up our own mess. Food was obtainable on the 
lavish American scale and our liquor and cigarettes 
were duty-free. At times my conscience stirred very 
slightly at doing so well when things were so grim at 
home, but I did not allow it to spoil my enjoyment 
which I felt sure was only an interlude. 

I remember the horrified comments from my wife in 
reply to a letter in which I described fishing for trout 
through the ice of the frozen lakes, using raw steak for 
bait. I suppose the hook held more than her daily ra- 
tion at home. 

Not long after my arrival we were all deeply shocked 

I by the sudden death of Admiral Bristol. He held a very 
high reputation in the US Navy and his loss was greatly 
mourned. In his place we got as our new Task Force 
Commander, Admiral Brainard, a man of great charm 
and kindliness with whom I instantly felt at ease. 

The staff did not greatly change and, besides Mick 
Camey, the officers with whom I had chiefly to deal 
were Commanders Wooldridge and Ingersol — both of 
j> them rather confusingly nicknamed “Slim” — and Lo- 
gan McKee. All subsequently obtained flag rank. Lo- 
gan McKee, an engineer officer, was told off specially to 
work with me, and I soon had a great admiration and 
affection for him. He was a first-class professional 
engineer and a man of infinite patience and good- 
humour. Nothing was too much trouble for him in see- 
ing that our ships’ lightest request was looked after. 

Soon after my arrival, a considerable upheaval in 
administrative arrangements resulted from a momen- 
tarily alarming disaster. The wooden jetty at which lay 
the repair-ship Prairie, upon which the whole of the 
maintenance facilities for our ships depended, caught 

I fire from a leak in the supply pipe through which 
petrol was being pumped. The wharf was very soon an 
inferno and the fire quickly spread to the Prairie which 
was secured more with an eye to the fury of the winter 

! gales than to the possibility of a quick getaway. 
Heavy ship’s anchor cables ran from her bow and stern 
to the shore and in the heat and confusion it was a long 
business getting her free, by which time the fire had 
got a fairly firm hold. For my part, I was chiefly in- 
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terested in what was going to happen to two British 
corvettes, moored to the jetty under the bows of the 
Prairie. Their large deck armament of depth-charges 
would be engulfed by the fire if steam could not be 
raised for their main engines in record tim e. 

There was nothing I could do but to keep my fingers 
crossed and to wonder whether depth-charges would 
burn or explode. I am glad to say I never found out, as 
the race was won by a short head — the paint on the 
depth-charges was already blistering. 

The Prairie was considerably damaged by the fire 
and I wondered how the Americans would cope with 
our maintenance and repair problems in the future as 
the shore workshops and stores were still uncompleted. 
I need not have worried. With a whisk of the magician’s 
wand, the Admiral’s staff pulled another equally well- 
equipped repair ship out of the bag. 

But the fire had one good result as far as I was con- 
cerned. It forced the Admiral and his staff to move to 
a shore headquarters where they not only could set up 
a much more convenient communications organization, 
but where they became a great deal more accessible to 
me. 

I remember Mick Carney being at first horrified at 
the thought of a “Stone-frigate” for the flagship, but I 
think he came to appreciate the convenience of it 
eventually, and of course it became a commonplace 
later in the war for flag officers to exercise their com- 
mand from ashore. 

By this time the bitter Newfoundland winter was 
beginning to slacken its grip on the land. Lakes and 
rivers unfroze and the iron-hard frost-bound “muskeg” 
or peat moss, of which the countryside chiefly con- 
sisted, became an impassable morass. The road con- 
necting Argentia with St. John’s, the capital, was little 
better than a cart track through the wilderness and 
liable to every form of blockage until the Americans, 
with typical energy and thoroughness, put their road- 
making teams to work and had a metal-surfaced road 
in use in an incredibly short time. This had one great 
incidental advantage: it made more accessible the 
splendid fishing available in the lakes and rivers. Being 
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a passionate fisherman myself, my every spare moment 
was fully occupied. 

I soon found that Mick Carney shared my passion, 
though he was quite out of my class as a fisherman, 
casting the most expert line it has been my pleasure to 
see. The fishing fever caught on and many were the 
happy days I spent with the Admiral and his staff out 
in the unspoilt wilds of the countryside. In this way I 
soon became accepted as one of themselves — or so I 
flatter myself. 

Indeed, Mick Carney seemed to think I was an es- 
sential part of his expeditions as he claimed he never 
caught any fish dntil I had managed to fall in, which I 
am ashamed to say I seemed to do with great regularity. 
However, the “hot bourbon and butter,” to which I 
was introduced as an antidote to ice water down my 
neck, made excellent amends for my discomfort, so 
everyone was happy. 

But though I had been taken to the bosom, so to 
speak, of the US Admiral and his staff, I am afraid 
that some of the officers of the naval base never agreed 
that I was a necessary evil. A feud, almost on Scottish 
lines, developed between the executive officer of the 
base and me and my staff. Many were the traps and 
obstacles laid in our path and we were kept constantly 
“on our toes”; but with the Admiral and Mick Car- 
ney to back us and Logan McKee acting as a much- 
harassed cushion, we were fairly immune from the 
slings and arrows of our enemies. 

I was nearly snared, however, on one memorable 
occasion when the base laid on an air-raid practice. I 
failed to realize with what thoroughness it would be 
carried through — we were some three or four thousand 
miles from the nearest enemy territory — and I was 
caught driving my station wagon with its lights on by a 
heavily-armed patrol. Only by hurriedly taking refuge 
in “the British Embassy” did I escape a “night in the 
brig.” 

The crime was duly reported to the Admiral and a 
highly amused Mick Carney rang me up to inquire 
what I thought he should do about it. I assured him I 
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had taken the severest disciplinary action with myself 
— and I heard no more about it. 

As spring gave way to the blazing Newfoundland 
summer, it was clear that the mid-Atlantic where the 
British escort groups operated was becoming a battle 
centre again. The Americans were mastering the pro- 
tection of their coastal shipping routes and the U-boats 
were not finding those waters the soft spot they had 
been. I began to get restive to be back in the thick of 
things and started to send home requests for a sea-going 
command again. 

I was promised a relief “in due course,” but when at 
the end of June Commander Willy Orpen, commanding 
my old ship Hesperus, was promoted to Captain I 
begged to be allowed to relieve him. To my joy I was 
told that when Hesperus’ group (Escort Group B2) 
next called at Argentia I was to take passage home in 
her and relieve Orpen on arrival. In my place was to 
come Commander J. E. Broome, DSC, RN, an old 
hand in Western Approaches and, incidentally, the 
author of the sketches in this book which originally 
enlivened the “Bible” of the escort forces, the Western 
Approaches Convoy Instructions. 

So the wheel had come full circle and I was back in 
the splendid ship which I had so sorrowfully left six- 
teen months before — and with every prospect of taking 
her into action. 
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When I rejoined Hesperus I found that the officers had 
all changed since I was last in command except for 
David Seely, but many of the ratings were still serving 
in her. 

My new First-Lieutenant and anti-submarine spe- 
cialist was A. H. Williams, ex-merchant navy, inevi- 
tably “Bill,” though he was also known as “Slogger” 
which gives an indication of his burly physique and 
forthright manner. Hesperus had been having a quiet 
time for many months, which did not suit Bill and I 
fancy he hoped that the change of captains would bring 
with it a change of luck. It was some months before his 
hopes came true but I am glad to say that before he left 
me for a command of his own we had one outstandingly 
successful and satisfying day together. 

It was clear at once that the wardroom made a very 
happy team. David Seely (Lieutenant the Hon. D. P. 
Seely, later Captain The Lord Mottistone) and Mr. 
Pritchard (Torpedo Gunner) were the only two RN 
officers, the remainder being RNVR except for my 
engineer officer, Lieut.-Commander Anderson, an Aus- 
tralian RNR. The rest of the wardroom team was 
made up by Tony Edlin, RNVR, a son of the comedi- 
an well-known in the days of my youth, “Tubby” 
Edlin, and George Carlow, a wartime RNVR from 
Glasgow. Tony had inherited his father’s diminutive 
stature and something of an artistic temperament. His 
effervescent nature, coupled with a passionate devotion 
to the Navy, made him a very pleasant shipmate and 
a most efficient young officer. George Carlow com- 
bined the canny good sense of his native city with a 
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most un-Scottish gaiety, which was of immense im- 
portance to us all in the times of boredom and dis- 
comfort which make up so much of life at sea in 
wartime, between the infrequent moments of excitement 
and drama. 

The summer months, never a favourite time for 
U-boats, owing to the long hours of daylight, were 
amazingly quiet. The convoys escorted by B2 Group 
(the group of which Hesperus was the leader) 
ploughed peacefully to and fro across the Atlantic 
with never a sight of a U-boat. 

Some groups were not so successful and some ships 
continued to be lost, but the lure of the happy hunting- 
grounds off the American coasts prevented the battle in 
mid-Atlantic from reaching the fury it attained in the 
following year. The comparative paucity of U-boats 
on the convoy routes enabled a well-handled convoy 
to evade the submarines lying in wait for it, provided 
news of the threat was received in time. It was here 
that the U-boat tracking room at the Admiralty, under 
the direction of the barrister Rodger Winn who was to 
become a distinguished Judge of the High Court after 
the war, was extraordinarily successful. Time and 
again information was passed out to convoys giving the 
position of U-boats with amazing accuracy — far greater 
than the originators themselves ever claimed for their 
estimates. Only long after the end of the war was it 
revealed that by this time the German codes had been 
broken and it was on information thereby obtained 
that these warnings were based, combined with bear- 
ings from shore-based radio-direction-finding stations. I 
also found that ship-borne direction-finding H/F D/F 
or “Huff-Duff” as it was called, had by now attained an 
efficiency, in trained hands, which could give reliable 
warning of a threat to a convoy. As it played such an 
important part in my later encounters with the U-boats 
I must explain briefly its uses and limitations. 

H/F wireless transmissions do not, like transmis- 
sions of lower frequency, follow the curvature of the 
earth, but go out in a straight line. They thus form a 
tangent to the surface of the globe, so that a transmis- 
sion from a ship cannot be intercepted directly by an- 
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other ship beyond the horizon. If it were not for the 
fact that owing to the nature of the upper atmosphere 
these transmissions are reflected back to earth, H/F 
transmissions would only be receivable at visibility dis- 
tance, which depends, of course, on the height of the 
transmitting and receiving aerials. When transmitted by 
a submarine and received by a destroyer, this distance 
would not be more than 15-20 miles. Transmissions 
so received were known as the “ground-wave.” 

Those transmissions which returned to earth after 
striking the ionosphere were known as the sky-wave 
and could be received at almost any range. The strength 
with which skywave transmissions are received is no 
indication of the distance apart of two stations, but to 
an experienced handler of the H/F D/F sets it was 
possible to distinguish between a ground-wave and a 
sky-wave. If one of the former were detected it was 
possible to say that the transmitter was inside twenty 
miles. 

Furthermore, owing to the rigid rules under which 
the U-boats were working, which entailed a signal be- 
ing made to HQ on sighting a convoy or before going 
into the attack, the form and nature of these signals had 
become familiar to our monitoring stations ashore 
which passed on the information to our ships at sea. 

Provided therefore that the H/F D/F set was listen- 
ing on the frequency selected by the U-boat, or pro- 
vided there was a sufficient number of sets in the escort 
group to cover all the frequencies used by the U-boats, 

! these reports would be intercepted and, if on the 
ground-wave, were an immediate indication that the 
convoy was being shadowed or attacked by a U-boat. 
As the bearing could also be obtained it was then pos- 
sible to send an escort or an aircraft out to hunt for the 
U-boat in its estimated position and keep it down while 
the convoy steered a drastically new course. Even if 
the escorts failed to find the U-boat, and it was very 
much a needle in a haystack we were seeking, by the 
time the U-boat commander could again surface he 
would find an empty ocean with no indication of the 
direction in which his quarry had gone. 

Such encounters with the enemy were frequent, but 
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the reason that convoys escorted by B2 Group main- 
tained such immunity I put down largely to the un- 
canny skill of the officer whose sole job in Hesperus 
was to operate the H/F D/F set. Lieutenant Harold 
Walker, RNVR (known always to us as “B-Bar” from 
the opening Morse symbol of the U-boats’ signals) 
was an ex-Marconi operator who had not only spent 
two weeks in an open boat after being torpedoed in a 
merchant ship, but had suffered the loss of both his 
parents and his fiancee in air-raids. A passionate hatred 
for Germans kept him for long hours of the day and 
night brooding over his dials and conjuring out of the 
air vital information on the activities of the enemy. 
Time and again he gave warning of impending attack 
and we took suitable action to shepherd our charges 
away from the danger. He had also the useful faculty 
of being able to distinguish the touch on the Morse key 
of one operator from another and could recognize, for 
example, the peculiarities of a signal being transmitted 
on wet aerials and therefore probably by a U-boat just 
surfaced. All this combined to give us a tremendous 
advantage and his value to me can best be illustrated 
by the fact that the only loss of a ship from a convoy 
escorted by B2 Group took place when “B-Bar,” for 
once, failed to intercept the vital first-sighting report bv 
a U-boat. 

I was very glad that later in the campaign Harold 
Walker was awarded a Distinguished Service Cross, 
after having been twice mentioned in dispatches. 

Many were the ruses employed to shake off shadow- 
ing U-boats. One escort commander once organized a 
mock-battle after dark well clear of the convoy with 
the idea of drawing any U-boats in the vicinity into a 
wild-goose chase. Unfortunately, though the commo- 
dore of the convoy knew of the plan, he had not been 
able to pass it on to the ships of the convoy and, when 
star-shells and searchlights were seen in the distance, 
some over-eager ships took this to be a signal for firing 
the illuminating rockets known as Snowflakes, designed 
to turn night into day and expose any U-boat lurking 
between the columns. This ruse was not tried again. 

I remember one voyage in which evasion tactics 
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were particularly successful, and as it happens that 
both our main enemies were encountered, the U-boats 
and the Atlantic weather, the story of it may serve to 
typify a convoy voyage of that period. 

On this occasion the convoy, a slow outward-bound 
one, ONS 138, sailed from Liverpool on the 11th 
October, 1942. It immediately ran into foul weather 
and before it could even be properly formed into its 
ocean formation, the ships, mostly in ballast and riding 
high out of the water, were scattered hopelessly. For 
days on end it was impossible to do much more than 
heave-to and avoid weather damage. In the brief in- 
tervals of slightly less savage conditions, the escorts 
managed to gather small parties of ships together but 
the next gale would then come roaring out of the west 
and, when visibility cleared again, the sheepdog work 
had to be begun all over again. So it went on for near- 
ly a week until finally on the 18 th the weather mod- 
erated sufficiently for the majority of the convoy to 
form up. Even so for the next three days the convoy 
made good only three knots. Already, with the journey 
hardly begun, fuel in the destroyers Whitehall and 
Vanessa was getting critically low and unless they were 
sent immediately to Punta Delgarda in the Azores, 
where we had fuelling facilities, or unless the weather 
moderated sufficiently for them to fuel at sea from the 
tanker accompanying us for that purpose, they would 
soon find themselves in the ignominious position of 
lying helpless in mid-ocean awaiting a tow. The de- 
cision had to be made — a constantly recurring one for 
any commander of a force at sea, to whom the fuel 
state” signalled in daily by his ships was always a 
matter of utmost importance. I felt that the savage 
weather could not go on much longer and decided to 
keep them with the convoy. For this run we were taking 
a route much further south than usual and it seemed 
that we must soon run into the blue weather and 
steady breeze of the trade winds. On the 21st October, 
Trafalgar Day, the hoped-for change came and, just in 
time, the escorts were able to top up their fuel tanks. 
With the sunshine drying us out and the convoy at last 
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able to make its scheduled 7 knots, we felt in better 
heart to meet any threatened attack. 

It was not until the evening of the 23rd, however, 
that the enemy gained contact with us. Soon after dark 
came the ring from “B-Bar” in his D/F office to say he 
had intercepted a U-boat’s sighting report astern of the 
convoy and fairly close. Taking Vanessa with me, we 
chased off down the bearing, hoping to pick up the 
U-boat on our radar before he dived; but he was too 
quick for us and we returned empty-handed. 

Before we had got back to the convoy further signals 
were intercepted from other submarines and “B-Bar,” 
with his ability to distinguish one transmitter from an- 
other, identified four separate U-boats in contact with 
us. There were all the makings of an ugly concentration 
followed by a pack attack on the convoy, and steps 
had to be taken to keep the U-boats from travelling on 
the surface to their attack positions. Throughout that 
night Hesperus steamed at high speed to one after the 
other of the estimated positions of the U-boats. No 
contact was made but we hoped that we were keeping 
them down and spoiling their plans. With the aid of 
German records it has since been possible to find out 
what, in fact, we were up against. We were right in 
thinking that a wolf-pack had been directed against us 
following the initial report which was made by V 706 
who was put down by our foray on the evening of the 
23rd and thereafter played an inactive part. 

Four other U-boats had been directed against us — 

V 260, V 662, U 301 and V 620. It was the first three 
of these we heard reporting as they made contact dur- 
ing the night; each dived at our approach; U 260 did 
not regain contact and fades out of the picture. U 662 
withdrew at our approach and, during the next day, in 
company with U 706, held off, deeming a daylight 
attack unwise. We shall meet her again later, however. 

V 301 spent the night and the following day trying to 
work her way round to a position ahead; we shall hear 
more of her also. 

At daylight Hesperus rejoined the convoy and we 
awaited what the day would bring. We had not long to 
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wait, for at 0830 the D/F office reported the U-boats 
chattering again, and now they were in a position of 
advantage, ahead of the convoy. 

Once again, with Whitehall this time, Hesperus 
romped off to try to gain contact. The sight of smoke 
in the suspected direction gave us a momentary hope 
of success but to our dismay it soon turned out to be 
from a Greek ship which had never managed to rejoin 
the convoy after the gales and was now steaming along 
blissfully unaware of the U-boat probably even then 
stalking her. Why she was not torpedoed is a mystery, 
but perhaps the U-boat commander had never heard of 
the “bird in the hand” and was waiting to get at the 
bigger target of the convoy. Shooing the Greek back 
into the fold we continued our search, but to no avail. 

Then at about 1045, another bearing came up to the 
bridge, of a U-boat which we estimated to be on the 
port bow of the convoy. Off we dashed again. The 
weather was now the blue calm of the southern lati- 
tudes and crystal clear. A cry came from the lookout 
in the crow’s nest up the mast. He had sighted an object 
on the horizon but could not see it clearly enough to 
identify it. At full speed we steered in its direction but, 
before we could get a clear view of it, it vanished. I 
felt sure it must have been a submarine which had 
dived, but in that extreme visibility the eye can play 
queer tricks on one. Another difficulty, supposing it 
were indeed a U-boat which had been seen, was to 
judge its distance, for a mirage can throw one’s esti- 
mates hopelessly out. However we made our guess and 
on reaching the estimated position Hesperus started an 
asdic search. Much as I had longed*for an easement of 
the weather I now began to curse the hot, calm day 
that was now on us. For it was the worst possible condi- 
tions for the asdic. Furthermore the sea was alive with 
shoals of fish, enjoying the warmth of the Gulf Stream 
and each one sent back an echo which had to be tested 
and listened to in case it might be from a submarine. 

About midday we did get a contact which could be 
a submarine and I ran in and attacked it with depth- 
charges. From the records, this elusive U-boat was 
U 620, the last of the group of five, which had sighted 
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the convoy at daylight. According to his log, he dived 
at our approach and was preparing to attack us with 
torpedoes when he saw us turn back when still two 
miles away. He was still hoping to bring off an at- 
tack as we were making our subsequent search, but, 
presumably because of our prudently zigzag progress, 
had been unable to before the range had got down to 
some 550 yards, when he decided to go deep. The 
depth-charge attack which followed he recorded as 
shaking the boat severely but not doing any effective ^ 
damage. As we prepared to attack again, once more’ 
the masthead lookout shouted down and this time he 
was sure it was a U-boat he could see. Things were 
getting hot and though it was dangerously denuding 
the convoy escort I felt it was vital to scotch this threat 
and ordered Whitehall and Vanessa to join us at full 
speed, while Hesperus went bald-headed for the U-boat 
we had sighted. Although we got to within four miles 
of it before it dived, the asdic conditions were hope- 
less. The only thing to do was to sweep the area and 
keep the U-boat down until the convoy had drawn 
ahead and clear. This U-boat, it seems, was U 301 
which noted in her log that at 1412 a destroyer with 
yellow and grey camouflage suddenly emerged from a 
bank of mist. The submarine immediately dived deep 
and the attack which followed failed to do any dam- 
age. Nevertheless U 301 was prevented from regaining 
contact with the convoy until dusk and, even then, the 
activity of the escort proved too much for her and she 
was driven off. 

By this time I was beginning to have a feeling of 
being surrounded by U-boats and was not at all happy 
about the prospects of the convoy in the coming night. 
Fortunately we were due to make a large alteration of 
course to the westward, having now come as far south 
as our planned route allowed for. If I could keep the 
U-boats down until dusk and then make the alteration 
of course, we might give them the slip. 

With Whitehall, therefore, Hesperus spent the rest of 
the day sweeping the dangerous sectors, ahead and on 
the bows of the convoy. This kept the U-boats quiet 
until the evening, when once again they were heard. 
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but to my relief out to the south of the convoy. We 
were getting them where we wanted them if the plan 
was to work. 

Another idea to help us to evade was also working 
in my mind. We had as a passenger for the trip, Ad- 
miral Usborne, then retired from the Navy, but well 
known as an exponent of the use of smoke. I am not 
sine whether he first brought up the idea, but certainly 
the thin haze that was rising as the sun went down, was 
producing splendid conditions for the use of white 
smoke and I thought that, if we could lay a few banks 
of this artificial fog between the estimated positions of 
the U-boats and the convoy, it might help to bewilder 
them when they surfaced to resume their chase. So, 
asking the commodore to make this alteration of course 
when night was falling, I arranged for corvettes of the 
escort to lay smoke floats in suitable positions so that 
the smoke would lie between the estimated positions of 
the U-boats and the convoy, while the destroyers with 
their apparatus for making white smoke steamed up 
and down to lay a further cloud. I' had not much faith 
in this ruse but, with asdic conditions so maddeningly 
bad, I felt that anything was worth trying. But there 
was one U-boat which, from wireless bearings, we had 
earlier plotted in a position in which we could not hope 
to deceive him, for he had been detected right in the 
path of the convoy. Unable to hunt him down, we 
could but hope that when the time came for him to 
manoeuvre for an attack he would be forced to make 
some move that would betray his position. 

All our escorts were very much keyed up and I 
knew that dusk was likely to be the crucial time. I was 
very glad to get a signal from Lieut.-Commander Rus- 
sell in Gentian that at 2000 she had gained an asdic 
contact close ahead of the convoy, followed by the 
sighting of a periscope. 

There was no time for a planned attack. The U-boat 
had to be put deep quickly before it could get its tor- 
pedoes away. Russell very rightly rushed for the spot 
and plastered it with depth-charges just before the con- 
voy arrived. He then had to wait with what patience 
he could muster while the columns of ships churned 


HUFF-DUFF 


87 

their way past, hopelessly disturbing the water so that 
until the wakes had disappeared there was little hope of 
regaining contact. As soon as they could, Gentian and 
Vanessa combed the area carefully and though they 
failed to gain contact they forced the U-boat to go deep 
and stay there, blind and immobilized, while the con- 
voy moved ever further away on its new course towards 
its “safe and timely arrival.” Russell had, in fact, en- 
countered the one U-boat of the pack which managed 
to make an attempt to hit back. This was V 662 
whose captain had watched the corvette’s approach 
through his periscope — incidentally classifying the little 
corvette as a destroyer. At a range of 3,000 metres he 
fired four torpedoes and then dived deep: the tor- 
pedoes found no target; nor did the Gentian ' s depth- 
charge attack do any harm; but V 662 was forced to 
remain deep and, when she at last felt free to surface, 
contact had been finally lost with the convoy. 

The sum of the information gleaned from the 
U-boat logs makes a clear picture of a wolf-pack 
driven off by the offensive activity of the escorts and 
some of the U-boats at least were lucky that the en- 
counter took place in the worst possible asdic condi- 
tions which enabled them to escape undamaged. 

Whether the other U-boats were deceived by our 
smoke-making I shall never know, but whatever the 
cause, as the night wore on we could hear their signals 
getting ever fainter and further astern till by morning 
we knew that we had given them the slip. 
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At this stage of the Battle of the Atlantic in the sum- 
mer and autumn of 1942, a well-trained escort group 
had little to fear from the “sea-wolves,” although the 
enemy was quick to take advantage of any weakness 
or inefficiency of a convoy escort. Some convoys were 
severely maided and suffered losses in double figures 
and in each case the escort was either, for some reason 
or other, weak in numbers, or it was composed of an 
inexperienced and under-trained team. 

The majority of the latter came from the Royal Cana- 
dian Navy, and the succession of disasters which befell 
Canadian-escorted convoys at this period vividly il- 
lustrated the need for trained teams in the task of 
convoy defence. Individual skill and competence, of 
which the small pre-war Canadian Navy had plenty, 
were not enough. Unfortunately many of the ships 
manned by the Canadians were not given time even to 
acquire this before being thrown into the battle — with 
disastrous consequences. 

The Canadians plunged into the war with all the zest 
and enthusiasm we have come to expect from this go- 
ahead people. Their Navy started the war with six de- 
stroyers and a total manpower of 2,000 men. But in 
their zeal to play a full part in the war, the RCN was 
expanded at a phenomenal rate. They built corvettes 
for themselves and some of the antiquated destroyers 
received from the Reserve of the US Navy in 1941 
were taken over and manned by Canadians. By the end 
of the war the RCN had nearly 400 ships of mine- 
sweeper size or larger, and a manpower of nearly 
90,000. This sudden expansion, however, inevitably 
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meant that officers and men were going to sea with 
only the sketchiest training. 

During 1941 the Atlantic along the east coast of 
Canada, and the ports of Newfoundland, became pop- 
ulated with a motley collection of warships manned 
largely by landsmen whose homes were perhaps a 
thousand miles from the nearest sea. Discipline was 
weird and wonderful, equipment was ill-maintained 
and training in its use sadly lacking. These ships were 
units with which to make a show on the operations 
room maps, and perhaps to give a semblance of se- 
curity to convoys which would have otherwise gone 
unescorted, but they were little more. I am a great ad- 
mirer of Canada and the Canadian people but no 
account of the Atlantic battle would be complete with- 
out reference to the quality of some of the warships 
under whose escort merchant convoys often had to sail. 
The Canadian effort to produce a Navy and so to 
help their hard-pressed brothers in the RN and the 
USN was magnificent, but it would have been more 
valuable if quality rather than quantity had been the 
aim. 

I remember in my Walker days sailing from Halifax 
with one of these Canadian ships. It was supposed to be 
trained for combat, but on the first day every form of 
communication broke down one after the other and 
when the battery of her portable signal lamp — her last 
link with the outside world — gave out and no replace- 
ment was available, I was unable even to tell her CO 
what I thought of him, which was perhaps as well. 

The appearance of many of these travesties of war- 
ships was unbelievably dirty and unseamanlike, but all 
records in this respect were broken by one corvette 
which was sent to me at Argentia from the Canadian 
base at St. John’s for a “shake-up,” though this was not 
normally ’part of my duties. This ship arrived with 
“We Want Leave” painted on the side of her super- 
structure and I was therefore only a little surprised 
when my staff anti-submarine officer, Lieut.-Com- 
mander Kidston, came back from a visit to her with a 
look of horror still on his face. He found that the 
ship’s company’s hammocks were left permanently 
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slung on the mess-decks — “In case they got tired 
during the day,” said the captain. The majority of the 
senior petty officers had been sent off on leave, al- 
though the ship was supposed to be available for op- 
erations. A glance at her depth-charge armament 
showed that the charges were for the most part rusted 
in to their housings though kept primed and armed. 

The first step was to get these weapons set to “safe,” 
a job undertaken with the utmost trepidation by my 
gunner. She was then sent to sea, with Kidston em- 
barked, to do a little simple training. Proceedings 
opened with the ringing of the alarm bell to get the 
men to their Action Stations. This achieved only a 
brisk display of Abandon Ship Stations. They finished 
with the firing of one of the suspect depth-charges, 
which lived up to its appearance by exploding close 
under the ship’s counter on impact with the water. 

However, with guidance and informed instruction, 
two things inevitably in short supply in a suddenly 
expanded Service, this ship improved out of all recogni- 
tion. 

Very understandably, the RCN was determined that 
their ships should operate as soon as possible in purely 
Canadian formations. From the point of view of suc- 
cessful prosecution of the war at sea this was unfortu- 
nate. Canadian groups were not until a late stage of the 
war in a state of efficiency which enabled them to meet 
the U-boats on equal terms. Their communications 
were bad, their radar was less efficient than that fitted 
at the same time in British escorts and they lacked the 
excellent intensive training facilities which were avail- 
able in the UK. On one occasion I took over the escort 
of a convoy from a Canadian group in thick fog which 
persisted for the next two days. My radar screen 
showed throughout this time a ship close astern of the 
convoy which was presumed to be a straggling mer- 
chant ship, but when the fog finally cleared it turned 
out to be one of the Canadian escort group which had 
not only not received any of the signalled orders from 
her leader to leave the convoy, but had failed to record 
on her radar screen the arrival of my group and the 
departure of her comrades. 
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Such a ship was hardly likely to be much of a men- 
ace to the enemy in a night attack. With such material 
it was folly to assume responsibility for the defence of 
valuable convoys. It would have been wiser if the Ca- 
nadians had pocketed their pride and sailed their ships 
with experienced escort groups until they were them- 
selves battle-worthy. The tale of losses speaks for itself. 
September, 1942: 9 ships torpedoed from a Canadian- 
escorted convoy. October, 1942: 7 from a convoy with 
mixed American and Canadian escort. November 
1942, 13 ships sunk, escort Canadian, and again in 
December, 13 ships sunk from one Canadian-escorted 
convoy. 

In February and March, 1943, further heavy losses 
overtook convoys escorted by the Canadians, although 
at this very time the U-boats were receiving the ham- 
mering in the Atlantic which turned out to be their 
decisive defeat on the convoy routes. It is true that a 
few British-escorted convoys suffered heavily during 
this period, but whereas these were exceptions which 
only served to drive home the lesson that only good 
team-work and a high degree of training could achieve 
success, with the Canadians it was a melancholy fact 
that almost every voyage at this period was a tale of 
disaster and sunken merchant ships. 

The sad part of it all was that, individually, many of 
the Canadian escort vessels had most skilful and gal- 
lant crews which, put into contact with the enemy in 
reasonable circumstances, achieved splendid successes. 
But too often lack of early appreciation of a threat 
allowed them to become involved in the confusion and 
melee of a massed wolf-pack attack. With ships in the 
convoy ablaze and sinking, with distress rockets arch- 
ing up into the sky as a ship is torpedoed, with life- 
boats and rafts of desperate survivors littering the 
ocean, a Captain is robbed of that atmosphere of 
careful search and undistracted investigation which is 
so vital to the detection of an enemy submarine. 

Some splendid successes were indeed achieved by 
Canadian escort vessels in the Atlantic. In September, 
1941, a beautifully co-ordinated hunt and attack by 
two newly-commissioned corvettes, Chambly and 
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Moosejaw resulted in the surrender and sinking of 
V 501. 

In July 1942, the Canadian destroyer St. Croix, 
after a copybook hunt and attack with depth-charges 
sank another U-boat. In the same month Skeena and 
Wetaskiwin destroyed another. Perhaps the highest 
degree of fighting efficiency was shown by the Canadian 
destroyer Assiniboine in August, 1942, in a running 
fight with V 210. In spite of the twisting and turning 
course of such a fight and with a fire caused by enemy 
shells raging under her bridge, Assiniboine’ s guns re- 
peatedly hit the U-boat, which was further damaged 
by ramming and finally sunk. 

Too often, however, actions in which the Canadian 
escort groups were involved were tales of wild and 
confused fighting through nights made hideous by the 
glare of burning ships and the deadly explosions of tor- 
pedoes. The wolf-packs were driven off and many of 
the wolves had wounds to lick, but not before they had 
done their deadly work in the convoys. 

Tales of the Battle of the Atlantic which have been 
published in fiction form give the impression that every 
passage of a convoy was a hard-fought battle and losses 
inevitable. Early in the battle this may have been not 
too great an exaggeration; but with the advent of radar 
and of H/F D/F, a well-trained escort group had the 
measure of the U-boats,, which could only attack at 
very great risk to themselves. An indication of the 
immunity achieved is the fact that Hesperus’s group 
during the time I was in command, a period of near- 
ly two years, lost only two ships in convoy, and they 
were smartly avenged within twenty-four hours. 

So, during the summer and autumn of 1942, we 
plied back and forth across the Atlantic without getting 
into action. Though boredom and monotony were a 
very real problem to contend with, yet no two trips 
were ever quite alike, and somehow there was always a 
feeling of gaiety in Hesperus, the happiest of ships. 
Convoys varied from the “fast” 10-knotters composed 
of splendid 10,000 tonners or larger, to the slow, nomi- 
nally 7-knot, convoys. The latter almost invariably had 
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one or two slow crocks of doubtful reliability which 
were little better than floating coffins. The majority of 
these sailed under the Greek flag, though not all of 
them, and I became sure that there must be a special 
comer of Hell reserved for shipowners who would send 
men to sea in the North Atlantic winters in such ships. 
When all was well these convoys would spank along at 
a dashing 5 knots, but these occasions were rare. The 
convoy routes took us into far northern latitudes in the 
vicinity of Iceland where westerly gales are almost con- 
tinuous for months on end, and westbound convoys 
would for days make little or no progress. The “fixing” 
of the ship and the computation of the distance made 
good each day was a depressing business and an 
anxious one. For the fuel endurance of destroyers is not 
large and some time during the voyage it was essential 
to top-up fuel tanks from the tanker accompanying us 
for this purpose. But to accomplish this required con- 
ditions better than a gale. During one of these gales I 
remember one of my ship’s company being swept over- 
board. The alarm was given at once and though it was 
quite out of the question to think of lowering a boat, I 
was able, with a searchlight trained on the poor fellow, 
to manoeuvre the ship astern so as to bring him along- 
side. David Seely, always to the fore in rescue opera- 
tions, went over the side with a line round his waist to 
try to pull the man aboard. He succeeded in getting him 
halfway up the side but the dead weight was too much 
for him; the man slipped from his grasp and was not 
seen again. 

On the east-bound run, though the wind and sea 
were usually astern of us, this put a strain on the ram- 
shackle steering-gear of the coffin-ships and, as often 
as not, one or more would come to a halt and drop 
astern of the convoy to patch themselves up, while the 
signal would go up in the commodore’s ship for a re- 
duction of speed to allow the laggard to catch up again. 

However, all this period of relative inactivity was 
helping to weld B2 Group into a well-trained team. The 
signals required under any set of circumstances between 
Hesperus and the remainder of the group became 
fewer and briefer, for all the COs knew what they 
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were expected to do and would be off in the required 
direction at once without waiting for orders. 

At this time the group consisted of the destroyers 
Hesperus (my ship) and Vanessa (Lieut. C. E. Sheen, 
DSC, RN), and the Flower-class corvettes Gentian 
(Lieut.-Commander H. N. Russell, DSC, RNR), 
Clematis (Lieut.-Commander C. Morrison-Payne, 
RNVR), Heather (Lieut. W. L. Turner, RNR), Cam- 
panula (Lieut.-Commander B. A. Rogers, RD, RNR), 
Mignonette (Lieut. H. H. Brown, RNR) and Sweet- 
briar (Lieut.-Commander J. W. Cooper, RNR). 

Homeward-bound in November, amongst the steady 
stream of signals, weather forecasts, situation reports 
and suchlike pouring out to ships at sea, came a per- 
sonal one for me from HQ at Liverpool, informing me 
that I had become the father of a son on Guy Fawkes’ 
Day. I thereby beat “Bill” Williams, who was also 
“expecting,” by a short head. The five knots progress 
of the convoy seemed more than usually unbearable to 
both of us after that, but our home port was reached in 
time for us to make a dash home to see the new arrivals 
before setting off again. 

For the next homeward-bound convoy the group 
left Argentia late in December 1942 and we had 
loaded up with many of the good things, obtainable 
from American sources, for a belated Christmas. It is 
strange to think that one of the things I nearly always 
managed to bring back was a sack of onions, at that 
time the rarest of luxuries at home. On this occasion 
it was turkeys, of course, and, as every man-jack on 
board had one to bring home, it was a problem where 
to stow them. Eventually the chief bosun’s mate, a man 
of infinite resource, arranged for them to go in various 
compartments up near the bows without, he assured 
me too much impairing our efficiency should we get in- 
to action. I> was to remember this arrangement rather 
ruefully later in the voyage. 

The passage of the convoy HX 219 followed its, by 
now, usual peaceful progress and we had passed that 
lonely outpost of Europe in the Atlantic, Rockall, 
and would be dividing up the convoy into sections 
according to the destinations of the ships on the next 
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day, when an opportunity arose to get a crack at the 
enemy without having first to consider that bugbear 
the safe and timely arrival of the convoy.” On the 
afternoon of Boxing Day the well-known shrill of the 
bell from the H/F D/F office, which by some telepathic 
means I could invariably diagnose as urgent before the 
telephone message came through, brought me hurriedly 
to the bridge. A U-boat had just transmitted a message 
reporting the sighting of our convoy from a position 
astern of us, and as we had received the ground-wave 
of his transmission, he was probably no more than ten 
to fifteen miles away. No need to worry about evasive 
tactics for the convoy or how to avoid the enemy 
building up a concentration of U-boats against us, for 
the convoy was nearly home and the U-boats at that 
stage were not operating near our coast. A brief signal 
to Vanessa sent her galloping off on the bearing of the 
U-boat and, after a hurried signal to the Commodore 
to give him my intentions, Hesperus rushed off after 
Vanessa. 

It was a sparkling winter day with a calm sea, ex- 
cept for the long Atlantic swell into which we were 
soon burying our nose, scooping green water up on to 
our forecastle and even on to the bridge. Only that 
morning, David Seely, the horsey member of the ward- 
room, had remarked that it was a perfect day for the 
usual Boxing Day meet. Now we were off on a more 
exciting and deadly hunt. 

As Hesperus punched her way into the swell, signals 
began to come in from Vanessa : “U-boat in sight on 
surface. Bearing 235°.” Then: “U-boat dived. Expect 
to reach diving position in 15 minutes.” Anxiously I 
wondered whether we should reach the scene of action 
in time to take part. 

Vanessa, however, had failed to make contact with 
the submerged submarine and soon we joined her and 
I started to organize a combined hunt. We were go- 
ing very slowly to allow Vanessa to take up station 
on us and were probing the depths with our asdic beam 
when I suddenly saw, to my astonishment, a full six 
feet of periscope rise out of the sea about fifty yards 
away. It was so close that I could see that it was 
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trained steadily on Vanessa. It was so close, too, that 
it was impossible to ton Hesperus quickly enough to 
run over the U-boat to drop our depth-charges. Im- 
mediate action was vital for it seemed certain that such 
a bold U-boat had little respect for Vanessa and, think- 
ing her to be alone, was shaping up to loose torpedoes 
at her. I yelled for “full speed,” tried to swing 
Hesperus ’ s stem as nearly over the U-boat as possible 
and loosed a pattern of depth-charges, more with the 
idea of startling the U-boat and spoiling its captain’s 
aim than in the hope of dealing it a fatal blow. With 
the explosion of our depth-charges the U-boat went 
deep and the hunt was on. 

Very soon, as the confusion in the water from our 
depth-charge pattern died away, our asdic caught the 
U-boat in its sound beam and that most thrilling of 
sounds to a U-boat hunter, the answering “ping” of 
an echo, came back to us. We ran in for our first 
steady attack. The shattering concussions of our 
charges and the upsurge of water from the depths 
seemed to indicate that the attack was delivered well 
and accurately. But though the U-boat must have been 
heavily shaken it was evidently not badly damaged for 
it remained below the surface and continued to 
manoeuvre. Vanessa in her turn attacked with the 
same disappointing result. Water conditions for the 
sound beam were not too good. We were both having 
difficulty in holding contact and eventually what I 
feared took place. We both lost touch with our target. 
The asdic searched in a widening arc but no answer- 
ing “ping” came back. A hurried inspection was made 
of the mechanical plot on which were marked our 
own tracks and the calculated track of the submarine, 
and a combined search by the two ships was organized 
to cover all positions which the submarine could have 
reached. 

The next half-hour was a desperately anxious time. 
Had the submarine given us the slip, after seeming so 
securely in the bag? Relations between “Bill” Wil- 
liams (who was the anti-submarine specialist officer as 
well as First-Lieutenant) and myself became almost 
strained, as each knew that if we had lost her the 
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blame must surely lie somewhere between the two of 
us. But suddenly, when hope had begun to dim, an 
excited shout of “Contact” came from the asdic opera- 
tor and that blessed echo was back in our grateful ears. 
Once again we delivered our attacks but without ap- 
parent result. The short winter day was fading as 
Vanessa was called in to have another try while in 
Hesperus more depth-charges were being brought up 
from the magazine. It was not until darkness had fallen 
that the hammering we had given the U-boat bore 
fruit. A signal came from Vanessa, “U-boat on sur- 
face. Am ramming.” But the enemy was not out for 
the count by any means. 

He still had full speed on his diesel engines avail- 
able and, in the darkness, he set off hell for leather 
with Vanessa in pursuit. The U-boat dodged and 
circled while Vanessa steered to ram. They actually 
came into collision at one time but Vanessa only man- 
aged to deliver a glancing blow and the U-boat, un- 
damaged, set off again at full speed. 

Gunnery against such a twisting eel-like target was 
useless and, indeed, we had to order Vanessa to cease 
fire as in the black night we were in as much danger 
as the U-boat of receiving her contribution. 

Then Hesperus took up the chase. The U-boat 
turned and twisted. Every dodge I had ever learnt 
about ship-handling was brought into play to keep him 
ahead and in a position to be rammed or depth- 
charged. The engine room telegraphs clanged madly 
and in stokehold and engine room, stokers and artificers 
worked like demons to keep the engines at full power. 
The ship shuddered in her bowels as an engine would 
be reversed in my efforts to claw her round inside 
the tighter turning circle of the U-boat. In the wheel- 
house the coxswain swung the wheel desperately in 
answer to my stream of orders. 

The end came with dramatic suddenness. The two 
signal searchlights on the bridge had been kept trained 
steadily on the conning-tower of the U-boat and they 
no doubt effectively blinded her captain so that he at 
last made a false move and, to my joy, was to be seen 
steaming across Hesperus’s bow. One final order to 
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my sweating coxswain and it was clear that we must 
hit the U-boat squarely amidships. At the last moment 
the engines were stopped to avoid overrunning and the 
order passed, so very rare in modern sea fights, “Stand 
by to ram.” The enemy disappeared under the flare of 
the forecastle and with a deeply satisfying crunch the 
ship came to a standstill. Cut nearly in half, U 357 
sank at once, leaving only a spreading pool of oil and 
one or two shouting survivors. 

A straggling cheer came up to the bridge from all 
parts of the ship. On the bridge, the reaction after the 
desperate excitement of the chase was terrific. Hand- 
shakes and congratulations all round were the order 
of the day. I remember particularly the excited con- 
gratulations from young Ensign James N. Cecil, US 
Navy, who had come with us from Argentia for his 
first sea trip in a fighting ship (he was a communi- 
cations officer on the Admiral’s staff). He had not ex- 
pected to be in at the death of a U-boat on his first 
voyage. 

But there was little time to sit back and congratulate 
ourselves. Two important tasks waited. To pick the 
few survivors out of the sea in the inky-black night, 
and to examine Hesperus below, assess the damage 
and shore up bulkheads so that we might safely get 
under way again. The first was successfully accom- 
plished and a handful of dripping, battle-shocked Ger- 
mans taken below. The report from the engineers took 
longer and was somewhat alarming. The ship’s bottom 
for nearly a quarter of her length had been ripped out 
and compartments flooded. Until first-aid repairs could 
be made it would be unwise to put further strain on 
the ship s structure by going ahead. So there we lay, 
and even though it was unlikely that another U-boat 
would be in the vicinity, it is always a nervous business 
lying motionless, a sitting duck. But at last the tem- 
porary repairs were completed and we could go ahead 
and, though the buckled hull was no longer the sleek 
destroyer shape, we were soon able to work up to 15 
knots. 

It was at this stage that someone reminded me of 
our cargo of turkeys forward which were in the com- 
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partments well and truly flooded. A heap of oil-and- 
water-sodden corpses were all that remained of our 
hoped-for, belated Christmas dinners. 

We were too elated at our success to mourn for long, 
however. By the morning we had overhauled the con- 
voy and as we steamed up through the lines with a 
signal flying “Submarine sunk,” the ships gave us a 
noisy welcome on their sirens. 

From our prisoners we learnt something of the tac- 
tics used by their captain, Lieutenant Kellner, who 
went down with his ship, in his efforts to avoid our 
attacks. Apparently he would wait until he heard us 
speeding up for the attack and would then make off 
at high speed. At the same time he would make drastic 
alterations in his depth. The number of attacks sus- 
tained without fatal damage was an indication of 
his success, but these tactics were inevitably a heavy 
drain on his battery power and on his supply of high- 
pressure air and would force him to surface very much 
sooner than if he had used less violent manoeuvres. 
In the long run this was fatal to him. We also learnt 
that a device of which we had heard rumours had 
been used on several occasions during the hunt. This 
was a deception device known to the Germans as 
“Pillenwerfer” and to us as a Submarine Bubble Tar- 
get or SBT. This was a chemical bomb which effer- 
vesced on contact with water, thus leaving an area 
which returned the asdic’s sound beam with a strong 
echo. The idea was a good one. An inexperienced asdic 
operator would hold on to this echo, much louder 
than, and perhaps masking, the echo from the U-boat, 
and before he had discovered his mistake the sub- 
marine would have moved off and might well escape. 
It was quite probable that our temporary loss of con- 
tact was due to our being led astray by this decoy. 

Our arrival at Liverpool was a triumph. The late 
Captain “Johnnie” Walker, our most famous and suc- 
cessful U-boat hunter, was having a brief period ashore 
at this time in charge of the escort base and he saw 
that we had a great welcome. As we steamed into 
Gladstone Dock the crews of the other ships “manned 
ship” and cheered us splendidly. Later the C-in-C, 
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Admiral Sir Max Horton, who had taken over from 
Sir Percy Noble in November, 1942, came down to 
the ship to hear our story and congratulate the ship’s 
company. Turkey or no, a very satisfactory leave fol- 
lowed for all, for with our damaged hull, a period in 
dry-dock was essential and there was no question of 
catching up with the next convoy cycle. 

One sequel to this incident is amusing to look back 
upon and perhaps worth recording. The flooding of our 
forecompartments resulted in a quantity of fresh pro- 
visions being ruined and it was necessary, of course, 
to account for these on paper. But the busy little bees 
who checked our accounts ashore pounced with glee 
on some discrepancy revealed, and after the celebra- 
tions and shouting were over a solemn Board of 
Inquiry met to study the enormity of our crime. “Bill” 
Williams, who as First-Lieutenant was supposed to 
have time to count up the spuds and tins of beef at 
intervals, managed to collect “Their Lordships’ Dis- 
pleasure” as well as one of his several DSCs. 
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When Hesperus was docked down in a dry-dock in 
Liverpool, it was clear that we were in for quite a 
time. The fore part of her keel had been folded back 
like a clumsily-opened tin of sardines. It was in fact 
over three months before she could sail again — a heavy 
price to pay for sinking a U-boat and, though occa- 
sions must arise when probably the only way to finish 
off a submarine quickly and prevent it from turning 
the tables by launching torpedoes is to ram, an order 
came out soon after this, discouraging this method of 
attack. 

The order gained weight from the fate of the Har- 
vester, commanded by my old friend, Commander 
“Harry” Tait, in March, 1943. Harry, in the midst of 
a desperate convoy battle, had rammed and sunk 
U 444 but, having perhaps too much momentum at 
the moment of collision, Harvester ran right over the 
submarine and badly damaged her own propellers and 
propeller shafts. 

While frantic efforts were made to get temporary 
repairs made, Harvester lay stopped and helpless amidst 
a concentration of U-boats and one of them, U 432, 
inevitably took the opportunity to put a torpedo into 
such an easy target. Harvester went down with the 
majority of the ship’s company including her captain. 
Though their deaths were quickly avenged by the 
French corvette, Aconit, which destroyed the U-boat 
responsible, it was a grievous loss of an experienced 
and skilful escort commander and a well-trained ship’s 
company. 

The question of what to do about a submarine which, 
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though unable to dive, retained its mobility on the 
surface, remained a problem and I was to come up 
against it later. To stand off and engage such a small 
target by gunfire was to restore to the submarine much 
of the advantage it had lost, particularly when the Ger- 
mans started to arm them with acoustic-homing tor- 
pedoes which would “home” on to the sound waves 
from a ship’s propellers and which needed to be aimed 
only approximately accurately to find their target. To 
counter these weapons, a device was produced known 
as the “Foxer,” which consisted of a pair of noise- 
makers towed some distance astern, which would at- 
tract the acoustic device of the torpedo and lead it 
astray. It was a cumbersome arrangement and we all 
hated using it. Although a simpler version with only 
one noise-maker — known as a CAT — became avail- 
able later, the use of them reduced one’s manoeuvra- 
bility. Also the noise they made could be heard on the 
asdic so that the detection of an echo had to be 
achieved through the clattering of the noise-maker and 
greatly reduced the efficiency of the asdic operators. 

It must be remembered also that ships of the escort 
forces had usually only very primitive gunnery control 
instruments and even the number of guns they carried 
had been reduced to make way for more depth- 
charges or other anti-submarine weapons. 

While I was thus kicking my heels ashore, the Bat- 
tle of the Atlantic was flaring up with a new intensity. 
The Germans, no longer Sliding the American coast 
the soft spot it had been, were concentrating their U- 
boats in mid-Atlantic. Their patrol lines were now so 
closely disposed that it became impossible for the 
convoys always to evade them. 

The first U-boat to sight a convoy would whistle 
up the wolf-pack and the battle would be on. It was 
still possible, given highly-skilled operators on the H/F 
D/F and a fair measure of luck, to be warned of an 
impending attack in time, and so to manoeuvre the 
convoy that the wolf-pack was given a stem chase. 

If an air escort were present to prevent the U-boats 
from steaming on the surface, they would have only 
the shortening hours of darkness in which to circle 
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round the convoy to an attacking position ahead. Of 
course, an even surer way of preventing a concentra- 
tion of U-boats on a convoy was to sink, or at least 
force to remain submerged, the one which first sighted 
you. 

Navigation from the conning- tower of a submarine 
heaving on an ocean swell is an inaccurate affair and 
to achieve a meeting with other U-boats it was usually 
necessary to “home” them by radio. That is to say, one 
U-boat would transmit at intervals and the others 
would take bearings and adjust their course accord- 
ingly. But if the shadower were put down, the wolf- 
pack was left groping in the wide ocean spaces with 
only a doubtful navigational position calculated from 
the sighting signal to guide them. 

But such tactics were not always possible and other 
escort group leaders did not have my wonderful 
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“B-Bar” in the H/F D/F office. They therefore found 
themselves occasionally heavily beset without prior 
warning and had to fight their way out of the wolf- 
pack encircling them. Convoy losses mounted steeply, 
but so also did the U-boat killin gs. 

It was not until April, 1943, that Hesperus was 
ready for sea. While being repaired, she also gained 
a new acquisition in the shape of a “Hedgehog.” T his 
was a weapon which, mounted on the forecastle in 
place of a gun, could fire a pattern of twenty-four 
depth bombs 250 yards ahead of the ship on to the 
estimated position of a submarine. The bombs exploded 
on impact only, but a single hit on the hull of a sub- 
marine was calculated to be sufficient to tear a hole 
and so sink her. The fact that a near miss was literally 
“as good as a mile,” which was not so with a depth- 
charge, was a disadvantage, but we had long felt the 
need of a weapon of this sort which would enable us to 
deliver an attack while still in asdic contact. For with 
a depth-charge attack, in which it was necessary to run 
over the submarine, contact was lost as the ship got 
close and there was a “dead period” during which the 
submarine could manoeuvre away from its previously 
forecast position. We were all very excited about our 
new weapon and hoped to get a chance to use it. 

As on this next trip I was to find myself co-operating 
with one of the new escort aircraft carriers, a few ob- 
servations on the air aspect of convoy defence and the 
development of sea/ air co-operation are necessary. 

Among the weapons at hand in the defence of our 
convoys and which steadily developed in efficiency as 
the war progressed, aircraft must be given an im- 
portant place. By the beginning of 1943, convoys cross- 
ing the Atlantic could be assured of the sight and sound 
of aircraft in constant attendance except for a gap 
in the centre which was out of range of shore-based 
aircraft from either side of the ocean. Later, even this 
gap was covered by very-long-range aircraft (VLRs) 
and the deployment of small escort carriers in Support 
Groups enabled convoys to enjoy their own air escort 
through the danger area. 

But for a long time there was a considerable portion 
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of every transatlantic crossing where no aid from the 
air was available. The U-boats appreciated this and 
chose this area if possible for their operations. How- 
ever, even in the areas close to our shores it is an un- 
fortunate fact that the story of sea/air co-operation 
was not a happy one. Throughout history we can find 
examples to show how very difficult it is for any 
force to operate efficiently when there is divided control 
of any important weapon. Aircraft in maritime opera- 
tions are no exception. 

Coastal Command of the RAF had a poor start in 
the war owing to years of neglect, being the Cinderella 
of the service. Except for a few torpedo-bomber squad- 
rons, there was no glamour in Coastal Command. Mari- 
time reconnaissance and patrol was a job of the utmost 
tedium. The training required was largely nautical, 
which suited only a small minority of those who chose 
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the RAF as a career. Finally, inter-service jealousy pre- 
vented, until April 1941, even the operational control 
of maritime aircraft being exercised by the command 
for whom they were supposed to be working. 

The arrival of aircraft to aid in the defence of a 
convoy was not, therefore, always the happy event it 
should have been. The crews which manned them 
were usually quite out of touch with the Navy and 
hardly knew a merchant ship from a frigate. 

The importance of quick and efficient signalling be- 
tween aircraft and escorts was little understood and 
training in ship-air co mm unications was sadly ne- 
glected. On many, many occasions, weary hours were 
spent trying to get important instructions through to 
Coastal Command aircraft, first by radio and then by 
signal lamp. 

Often the struggle had to be abandoned and at other 
times a large proportion of the aircraft’s time with 
the convoy was wasted in this unprofitable way, when 
a quick exchange of signals might have put the air- 
craft on to a submarine known to be shadowing the 
convoy. 

. A code of very brief signals was devised to cut down 
signalling to a minimum. A typical one was the signal 
IGO which meant, “My time with the convoy is up, 
I am returning to base.” An example of the futility 
of some of the air patrols round the convoys and the 
lack of understanding of the tactics necessary, occurred 
on one occasion when the Sunderland flying boat which 
had been with us for some time, passed over the con- 
voy and signalled, “There is a U-boat shadowing the 
convoy from astern. IGO!” 

Another example of the inefficiency prevailing at 
that time has been given me by Lieut.-Commander 
John Filleul, then First-Lieutenant of the sloop, 
Starling, commanded by Captain Walker. This account 
of his trip with Coastal Command is given in his own 
words: 

At 3 p.m. on a Sunday afternoon the Captain came 
into the wardroom and asked if anyone would like to 
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go for a joy-ride. As most of the bodies were half 
asleep, it being 3 p.m. on a Sunday afternoon, no- 
body answered. As I was Number One I felt rather 
responsible and to fill the gap asked where the joy- 
rider was to go from and. to. The Captain then said 
it was to fly to Poole and then on the following day, 
to go for a trip over the Bay of Biscay to make con- 
tact with the Second Support Group. 

My wife lived in Poole so straight away I said that I 
was very interested, and I duly set off. 

Arrived at Poole Harbour, I was taken up to the 
Harbour Heights Hotel where I had stayed often be- 
fore the war but which was now RAF Headquarters, 
and introduced to the Group Captain. He suggested 
we should have a conference at 9:30 the following 
morning. I wondered what on earth we were going to 
confer about and I suppose my face showed some 
doubt because he then said 9:30 was obviously too 
early and 10 o’clock would be better. I agreed, said 
goodnight and went to see my wife. 

The next morning I rolled up at 10 o’clock and for 
twenty minutes we all sat round a conference table 
talking about the weather and saying how wonderful 
it was to have such marvellous inter-service co-oper- 
ation. Then it happened — had I got the orders? 

“What orders?” 

It then came out that they thought I was an official- 
ly appointed liaison officer fully briefed for the op- 
eration. I thought I was there for the joy-ride. By 
pure luck I had seen a long signal about the operation 
before I left Plymouth and was able to tell them a 
certain amount about it with the suggestion that they 
get hold of this signal. It was agreed to adjourn and 
wait until the signal could be got hold of. 

Later in the afternoon we reassembled for a second 
go at the conference. They had the signal and asked 
me if it was the right one. In this signal were the al- 
ternative rendezvous positions for our meeting with 
the Second Support Group. The signal contained three 
latitudes but no longitudes. I said I really did think 
there were some longitudes and would it, perhaps, be 
worthwhile having another shot to try to get them? 
This was agreed. The conference was adjourned. 
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Two hours later we reassembled again and this time 
we had the complete signal and I tried to clear up any 
points that they did not understand. Everybody was 
happy. I was told: “Alright, take-off will be at 2300 
and you will brief before they take-off, won’t you?” 

I wondered how on earth one did brief air-crews 
and agreed. Just before 2300 I was ushered into the 
briefing room, which seemed to bulge with RAF, and 
was introduced by the Group-Captain. I had previous- 
ly decided that as I hadn’t the faintest idea how to 
brief an air-crew, the best thing that I could do was 
to give them a pep-talk. So I outlined the capabilities 
of our group which would be increased so much with 
their co-operation as they could be our “eyes,” and 
then told them that the five sloops could deliver a 
weight of attack of something like 750 depth-charges. 
I also drew their attention to the fact that they could 
only stay in an area for a matter of hours whilst we 
could remain there a fortnight. They seemed to be im- 
pressed with what I said. 

Directly after this the crew and I were ferried out 
to a Catalina in Poole Bay and we prepared to take- 
off. Enthusiasm was running very high. In due course 
we dashed across the harbour and became airborne. 
Soon afterwards I noticed that there seemed to be a 
great desire by practically everyone on board to get 
into the same spot in the aircraft and naturally won- 
dered why. I picked up a headset of the “intercom” 
and heard the tail end of a conversation. 

“Yes, I should think that there will be a hole a 
couple of feet square in a few minutes.” 

I realized what had happened — in our enthusiasm 
to take-off no one had let go the moorings and the 
chain which attached the aircraft to a buoy was still 
with us and bashing up against the fuselage. The pilot 
decided we had better land in Poole again and get rid 
of this embarrassment and he called up Base to get 
them to switch on the flare path across the harbour 
again. Unfortunately, as far as Base was concerned 
we were airborne and they had lost interest in us. 

He could make no contact so, as there was little 
choice, the pilot decided to press on for the Bay. 
Just before the fuselage was actually holed, one of the 
crew managed to get a boat-hook down through the 
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flare shoot, grapple the chain and lash it with a piece 
of rope so that it stopped bashing us. 

We flew through the dark hours towards the Bay. 
With dawn arrived a mist which cut visibility down 
to about a couple of miles. At this time there were 
often packs of six or eight JU 88s patrolling the Bay 
with the object of shooting down any Sunderlands or 



Catalinas which might be in the area and similar 
packs of our Mosquitoes were around trying to pre- 
vent this. JU 88s and Mosquitoes look very similar at 
a distance. 

Suddenly the alarm klaxon sounded and we were 
told that an unidentified aircraft was approaching. 
Everyone dashed to their action stations. I tried to 
make myself scarce and keep out of the way, but was 
told that I was “Blister Gunner” and was to man the 
point five machine-guns. This was interesting so I 
quickly asked one of the crew where the trigger was 
because this seemed a basic piece of information that 
I should have. On being told, I manned my weapon 
and hoped for the best. The aircraft turned out to be 
a Mosquito. I was very relieved. 

After many fruitless hours looking for U-boats and 
the Second Support Group, with the odd alarms in 
between, we came across HMS Hesperus and her 
group. As we were not too sure where we were, 
it was decided to ask her for our position. We circled 
for nearly half an hour while Hesperus flashed an 
answer, each man in the aircraft reading what bit he 
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could see and shouting it into the “intercom.” Usually 
the navigator takes all this down on a pad. Then the 
pilot said: 

“Alright, read it back.” 

Absolutely nothing happened. No one had been 
taking it down! The pilot’s remarks were, to put it 
mildly, unprintable. He decided he wouldn’t go 
through the whole rigmarole again and that he would 
head in the general direction of England. He would 
probably hit some part of it. As it happened, we hit 
England just in the right place and landed in Poole 
Harbour as planned. We were de-briefed — a process 
of cross-questioning to get all available information 
out of the crew — and let loose. But not quite loose. 
The next aircraft was due to take off in about half an 
hour. Would I brief the crew, please. I did my best. 
My joy-ride had, after all, been an interesting ex- 
perience. 

But what a waste of manpower and material! That 
aircraft, with a properly-trained crew, could have 
been invaluable to some escort commander trying with 
inadequate resources to fend off a wolf-pack attack. 

These same aircrews who showed such a lack of 
training for co-operation with the Navy, displayed the 
greatest dash and enthusiasm attacking U-boats when 
they could find them. In this there was glamour and 
excitement and very naturally the airmen were trained 
to a hair for it. But convoy escort seemed a dull and 
pedestrian job, though, given real co-operation with 
the warships, it need not always have been, and the 
airmen’s hearts, with a few exceptions, were not in it. 

Similar exchanges to get the two Services to know 
one another better were indeed arranged and one or 
two RAF officers who came to sea with me on convoy 
trips, showed great interest and no doubt were better 
versed in the requirements of sea/air co-operation on 
return to their units. In return I went over to the RAF 
station, Limavady, in Northern Ireland, to take part 
in an anti-U-boat patrol in a Whitley aircraft. Un- 
fortunately a convoy escort flight could not be ar- 
ranged, but the patrol I took part in confirmed my 
fears that our Coastal Command aircrews of that time 
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had much to learn before they could pull their weight in 
anti-U-boat warfare. 

The first cause for concern was when the navigator 
reported that the bomb-sight in the nose of the air- 
craft had been wrongly assembled and was out of ac- 
tion for the trip. As this was required for finding the 
strength and direction of the wind, navigation after 
leaving the coast was very much a matter of guess- 
work. I then noticed that the only visual lookout kept 
was from the two cockpit seats through small square 
windows with a very limited field of vision. For the 
rest, lookout was confined to the screen of the radar 
set — which I noticed failed to register such objects as 
fishing boats which were sighted as we flew over them. 

The bomb-aimer’s position in the nose, with an 
almost all-round view, remained vacant until I got 
permission to occupy it myself. Furthermore I found 
that the only pair of binoculars in the aircraft were 
the pair of Zeiss, once the possession of Otto Kretsch- 
mer, which I had brought with me. 

Perhaps the saddest part of this story was what took 
place subsequently. For errors such as these were only 
matters of training and experience which could easily 
be rectified, once discovered. But on return to Liver- 
pool I was told to render a report, together with any 
lessons learnt, and this being addressed to my im- 
mediate superior, the Captain (D) Liverpool, I saw 
no reason to omit any of the shortcomings. I do not 
know how tactfully or otherwise these were conveyed 
to the people concerned, but inter-service feelings were 
outraged and umbrage taken. A lengthy correspon- 
dence was necessary to smooth ruffled feathers and to 
try to convey the idea that we were, after all, fighting 
the same battle and that my suggestions were given in 
good faith. 

The Navy is constantly sniped at for wanting to take 
over the functions of Coastal Command, but who can 
blame her with the memory of the bitter experience of 
the last war still fresh in mind. Post-war experience 
with maritime reconnaissance and anti-submarine work 
by Coastal Command does not provide any evidence 
that things are any better today. It has always puzzled 
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me that the RAF should hold on so doggedly to the 
right to control aircraft over the sea when at the same 
time they pay so little attention to the efficiency and 
equipment of Coastal Command. The latest bombers 
or fighters are constantly written up, discussed or re- 
ported in the press, but who ever hears of Coastal 
Command’s activity? It has no glamour and no role 
in atomic war, so it takes a back seat. 

One of the arguments commonly used is that it was 
Coastal Command which “turned the tide” in the Bat- 
tle of the Atlantic and in support of this are usually 
given impressive figures of the number of U-boats sunk 
by the Command. The figures are correct but what is 
not pointed out is the fact that the majority of these 
successes were achieved after May, 1943, the month 
in which the Battle of the Atlantic was virtually won 
and Donitz withdrew his forces from the convoys, 
admitting that the German Navy could no longer face 
the appalling losses they were suffering. 

Coastal Command, or indeed maritime aircraft from 
any source, might very well have “turned the tide” long 
before May, 1943, had the principle been understood 
that the place to win the Battle of the Atlantic was in 
the vicinity of the convoys. So far as surface escorts 
were concerned this had been appreciated as far back 
as 1941, but maritime aircraft, which might have been 
used to strengthen convoy escorts, were misemployed 
bombing the U-boat bases, entirely without result until 
the last stages of the war, and patrolling the U-boat 
transit areas. This latter tactic in the Bay of Biscay is 
often quoted as Coastal Command’s major contribution 
to the winning of the Battle of the Atlantic. The facts 
are disillusioning. 

Up to May, 1943, attacks on U-boats in that area 
had averaged only one success per month. In May, 
1943, it rose to seven and in July when the defeated 
U-boat fleet was retreating helter-skelter to its bases, 
the number was fifteen. The total of Coastal Com- 
mand successes contains a high proportion of “kills” 
in the last stages of the war in German coastal waters 
and in harbour. 

No; where Coastal Command played its most im- 
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portant role, in spite of the half-hearted way it often 
went about it, was in the vicinity of convoys. Untrained 
in co-operation with the Navy as our aircraft were, 
the remarkable fact is that only nineteen merchant ships 
out of the huge numbers sunk during the war, were 
lost when both air and surface escort were present. 
These figures were, of course, not available to us at 
the time, but we knew only too well what a colossal 
help air escort could be and it was all the more dis- 
appointing when for one reason or another the air con- 
tribution was inefficient. 

It was therefore a very great step forward when the 
escort carriers began to come forward and naval air- 
craft, manned by crews properly trained for the job, 
could accompany convoys throughout their voyage or 
could be sent to aid an escort heavily beset. 

The first of these ships, HMS Audacity, had a brief 
and tragic life, being sunk by a U-boat in December, 
1941, with heavy loss of life when accompanying a 
homeward-bound Gibraltar convoy. But in her short 
career she amply demonstrated the value of this type 
of ship. 

Her loss was due to an error of tactics in that, in- 
stead of remaining in the centre of the convoy where 
her own escorts could join the defensive screen and 
where from experience she was more or less immune 
from torpedo attack unless the U-boat came right in 
amongst the convoy columns, her captain elected to 
operate some twenty miles to one side of the convoy 
track. 

This was fatal, being just where U-boats shadow- 
ing or preparing to attack would lurk — and the in- 
evitable occurred. In spite of this bitter lesson it was 
always difficult to convince captains of aircraft carriers 
that the wise thing for them was to stay inside the con- 
voy or to operate at least fifty miles away. The latter 
course involved a delay in getting the slow-flying 
Swordfish aircraft with which they were equipped, to 
the scene of action. The only objection to the former 
tactic was a sort of claustrophobia which was very 
understandable but unreasonable. The situation was 
made more difficult by the fact that captains of the 
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carriers were usually senior to the senior officer of the 
escort and could not be given orders as to where they 
were to station themselves. The matter was finally 
settled by an instruction from the C-in-C banning the 
fatal intermediate position but otherwise leaving the 
carrier captain a free choice. 

Audacity, however, was not employed as were the 
later escort carriers, to help in the defence against U- 
boats. At the time of her appearance, the Gibraltar 
convoys were suffering severe losses from attacks by 
long-range Focke-Wulf Kondor aircraft and Audacity 
was equipped with fighters to cope with them. 

On the transatlantic run, air attack was rarely a 
serious menace but the long-range Focke-Wulf air- 
craft were sent out to search for our convoys, and, 
having found them, would “home” U-boats to the 
position. Thus one would have the maddening experi- 
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ence of seeing the black dot of a Focke-Wulf endlessly 
circling the convoy on the horizon and quite immune 
from anything we could do. The story goes that on 
one occasion the captain of an escort signalled to the 
German to ask him to go round the other way as he 
was getting giddy watching him. The signal was ack- 
nowledged and the German airman complied! To com- 
bat these nuisances, the first device was the fitting to 
certain merchant ships of a catapult from which was 
launched a Hurricane aircraft. 

Once launched, the pilot had either to make his at- 
tack and then head for land, if it were within his very 
limited flying range, or otherwise to bale out and hope 
to be picked up by an escort. They were very gallant 
fellows who manned these aircraft, for the Atlantic is 
rarely the place to choose to alight in a parachute. 

To add to their danger, on one occasion when I 
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saw one of these aircraft launched, the sheet of flame 
which came from the catapult caused the other mer- 
chant ships to think that the aircraft they saw streak- 
ing past was an enemy who had just attacked the ship 
and they promptly opened fire, fortunately without ef- 
fect. 

Another development, this time for defence against 
the U-boats, was the Merchant Aircraft Carriers or 
MAC ships, which were merchant ships, mostly grain 
carriers, with a small flight-deck superimposed. There 
was no room for a hangar as they continued to carry 
their cargo of grain, so the three or four Swordfish 
aircraft they carried remained exposed to the elements 
throughout the voyage. It says much for the famous 
old “string bags” that they rarely failed to get into 
the air when wanted. Though these ships did not get 
to sea until the summer of 1943, after the Battle of 
the Atlantic had been won, they were able to dem- 
onstrate how immensely they might have influenced the 
battle if produced sooner. 

However, during 1942, the proper escort carriers, 
larger and with a hangar which could accommodate 
two squadrons of aircraft, were coming to sea, and they 
were first used with the Russian convoys. Then came 
a call for them to provide local air cover during the 
North African landings in October. It was thus not 
until early in 1943 that they became available to oper- 
ate with the Atlantic convoys. 

One of the first to be so employed was HMS Biter. 
She was commanded by my old flight-commander of 
the early days of the Fleet Air Arm, Captain Conolly 
Abel-Smith (later Vice-Admiral Sir Conolly Abel- 
Smith, GCVO, CB). I remember him as a most force- 
ful and vigorous flight-commander who played as hard 
off duty as he worked in duty hours and we young 
pilots were expected to follow him in both activities, 
and great fun it all was. Conolly had been sunk in 
Courageous by a submarine when he was executive 
officer of that ship, so he had a score to settle with 
the U-boats and with Biter he soon succeeded in doing 
so. 
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At last in April, 1943, Hesperus was ready for sea. 
Armed with her new Hedgehog and with the most 
up-to-date radar, we sailed on the 14th with Convoy 
ONS 4. 

Besides our new equipment we had big changes in 
our ship’s company. Many of the ratings had left to 
take their experience to newly-commissioned ships, to 
leaven the dough of wartime ships’ companies. 

Of the wardroom, “Bill” Williams had left to take 
over command of the destroyer Bulldog in which he 
bagged another U-boat in due course. In his place had 
joined Lieut.-Commander Bill Ridley, who was to stay 
with me until August, 1944, and take part in several 
exciting battles in the course of which he gained the 
DSC and two Bars. 

Another addition was a Navigating Officer, Lyulph 
Stanley (Lieutenant the Hon. Lyulph Stanley, RNVR), 
who also was to stay with me for the rest of my sea- 
going career in the war. Lyulph joined Hesperus shortly 
before we sailed and, on arriving in the wardroom and 
announcing he was the new navigator, was greeted by 
the brief statement, “Bad luck, old boy. The captain eats 
navigators for breakfast.” This was an exaggeration 
and did nothing to give confidence to Lyulph when 
presented to me, the captain of his first ship, as a fully- 
fledged specialist navigator. But he need not have 
worried, for Lyulph, apart from being a splendid navi- 
gator and an utterly reliable staff officer, brought with 
him a charm of manner and a witty and scurrilous 
tongue which did much to enliven an already happy set 
of officers. 


no 
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A new ship’s company as well as new weapons 
meant that time was needed to reach efficiency. But, 
though before sailing the group was able to spend a 
couple of days undergoing tactical exercises with the 
organization centred upon HMS Philante (Top Sop- 
with’s yacht) at Larne, very little time was available 
to master the intricacies of the new gadgets. This was 
very nearly the cause of a serious failure on the trip 
which was in front of us. B2 Group was at this time 
composed of the destroyers Hesperus and Whitehall 
(Commander Bell, RNR), the corvettes Gentian, 
Clematis, Campanula, Heather and Sweetbriar. 

The N in the convoy’s code-number ONS 4 indicated 
that its route would be a northerly one and I knew 
that, even with spring on its way, this meant a fair 
share of gales and general dirty weather. How very 
right I was. As we “climbed” inch by inch up the chart 
towards the Arctic circle the barograph in my cabin 
made its usual steep dive and, by the 17th, when our 
ordered route at last turned westward, a full gale was 
blowing. The convoy was almost stopped. 

In the escorts water sloshed about the mess-decks 
and the wardroom. We were all cold and wet. In fact 
we were well and truly back in the North Atlantic, 
which Kipling immortalized with his poem about 50 
North and 40 West in which “the ship goes ‘wop’ with 
a wiggle between and the steward falls into the soup 
tureen.” 

For the next three days we just hung on and hoped 
for better times. Meanwhile Whitehall had gone ahead 
to Reykjavik in Iceland to pick up a few ships which 
were somehow to join up with us in mid-ocean where 
we lay in a welter of spray, of mountainous waves and 
scudding low clouds. Timely rendezvous in such con- 
ditions was a matter of pure luck against huge odds 
and HQ had passed a signal to Whitehall telling her 
to return with her convoy to Iceland unless in touch 
with us. Whitehall was still trying, unsuccessfully, to 
decipher it, when the longed-for break in the weather 
occurred and, to my immense relief, the two convoys 
hove in sight of one another. 

In spite of the weather, U-boats had discovered the 
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Iceland portion of the convoy and in heavy seas 
Whitehall had a brief but inclusive encounter with one. 
Soon after the junction a signal came in from the 


m 



Liberator 


Liberator aircraft attached to the convoy that she had 
sighted and attacked a U-boat. The incident is typical 
of many which, given efficient co-operation between 
ships and aircraft, could have resulted in a U-boat de- 
stroyed but as it was ended in failure and frustration. 
For the aircraft reported the position in latitude and 
longitude and it depended for its accuracy on the 
accuracy of the aircraft’s navigation. Had the airman 
given the position relative to the convoy, an escort 
could have been with him quickly and a combined 
hunt might well have brought success. As it was, when 
Whitehall was sent racing off to where we estimated 
the aircraft’s position to be, no aircraft was to be seen 
and as no radio communication could be established 
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with the aircraft there was nothing for it but to recall 
Whitehall to the convoy. How we prayed for a little 
intelligent training to be given to these Coastal Com- 
mand aircrews to match their enthusiasm and courage. 

The next problem, as always on these occasions, was 
to refuel the two destroyers of the escort, Hesperus 
and Whitehall, for neither had the endurance to com- 
plete a transatlantic escort without refuelling. For it 
must be remembered that escorts must zigzag con- 
tinuously at probably twice the speed of the convoy 
apart from high-speed forays to hunt suspected U- 
boats, to round up stragglers, or the thousand and 
one duties of escort. All this drinks up fuel. 

To solve the problem the technique of fuelling at 
sea was perfected, at first by means of a floating hose 
towed astern of a tanker and picked up by the warship 
and connected to her fuelling system. This method, 
though at first sight simple and safe to employ in rough 
weather, suffered from unexpected difficulties and it 
was superseded later by the “trough” method, in which 
the warship steamed alongside the tanker and hoses 
were rigged with loops in them so that, if the two 
ships surged apart, there was sufficient scope not to 
part the hoses. 

It was never a manoeuvre that I learnt to take light- 
heartedly in a seaway. The tanker from which one was 
to fuel would be rolling ponderously in the Atlantic 
rollers. The destroyer or frigate would be performing 
its lively antics, pitching and rolling in a corkscrew 
motion as one steered to edge gradually alongside. A 
suction abreast the stern of the oiler was caused by the 
displacement of water as she thrust her way through 
the sea and the water closed again behind her. This 
could suddenly swing one’s bows inwards if one ap- 
proached from astern, so it was wiser to converge on 
the tanker from abeam of her and turn up parallel 
when the distance between the two ships was right. 

As the destroyer draws nearer to the tanker, the 
speed has to be adjusted with extreme accuracy and 
down in the engine room, knowing the importance of 
this, the artificers on the manoeuvring valves stand 
with their eyes glued to the revolution counters. The 
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revolution telegraph tinkles, calling for three revolu- 
tions per minute more and the valves are inched open 
with infinite care to comply. 

At the right moment, on the upper deck, the line- 
throwing gun cracks and a line goes soaring over the 
tanker’s decks to be quickly grabbed by her crew, bent 
on to a hawser which in turn is hauled back into the 
destroyer, bringing with it the end of the hose. 

As the two ships get closer, their mastheads swing- 
ing in giddy arcs towards and away from one another, 
the seas heave and foam between them. Close enough 
now for safety, course is altered outwards a degree or 
two and the ships lie parallel and steaming at the same 
speed. A line marked with bits of coloured bunting is 
passed from one bridge to the other, helping the eye 
to judge the distance apart. 

Meanwhile, in the tanker a derrick swings out, carry- 
ing the oil hose in a large bight or loop. This bight 
allows a certain amount of variation in the distance 
apart without bringing a strain on the hose. If the dis- 
tance increases the loop is lowered from the derrick 
a little. As the ships draw together again the bight is 
hoisted up once more. 

On the bridge of the destroyer, the distance apart 
and the relative speeds of the two ships require unwink- 
ing vigilance and, in a seaway, instant action is often 
needed to prevent any sudden variation from causing 
a collision or a burst oil hose with all the consequences 
of delay and unholy mess. 

Oiling may take an hour or more and to ease the 
strain the captain often delegates the regulation of 
speed to another officer while he himself watches the 
distance apart and gives the necessary orders to the 
coxswain at the wheel to keep it right. 

Perhaps the destroyer has been heavily engaged and 
is short of depth-charges. These, too, can often be 
supplied by the tanker, and while one party attends 
to the oil hose, another hauls in the heavy canisters 
as they are hoisted over, and strikes them down into 
the magazine. 

At last the moment arrives when the engineer officer 
signals for the tanker to stop pumping. Our tanks are 
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full again. Quickly the hose is disconnected and hauled 
back into the tanker. With a shout of thanks to the 
master of the oiler and a few “wisecracks” from one 
crew to the other, the destroyer draws away and shoots 
off in a cloud of spray to its allotted station on the 
escort screen. 

With practice this could be successfully accomplished 
in surprisingly heavy weather, but there were limits and, 
if the Atlantic were in a vicious mood, day after day 
would go by while fuel got lower in the tanks and 
COs developed duodenal ulcers thinking of what would 
happen if the weather did not moderate. 

But all was well in our case and in the next two 
days, while the convoy at last began to make westing 
and U-boats left us alone, the escorts refuelled and 
were again ready for anything. This was a relief, for, 
by the 22nd, we were entering that middle portion of 
the North Atlantic out of range of shore-based air- 
craft which the U-boats favoured. 

On this occasion, however, they were in for a sur- 
prise, for drawing near us in support was the first of 
the larger escort carriers, HMS Biter, and her screen 
of four destroyers. By this time Harold Walker in his 
H/F D/F office was picking up a stream of W/T 
traffic from U-boats which made it clear that we were 
approaching a U-boat patrol line, and in the afternoon 
of the next day, Good Friday, 23rd April, his excited 
voice came over the phone to me: “Enemy sighting 
report just been made. Very close — wit hi n ten miles. 
First class bearing.” Calling for the nearest corvette, 
Clematis, to follow at her slower speed, I turned 
Hesperus at full speed to the direction of the U-boat’s 
signal. Within a few moments white spray surrounding 
a black dot could be seen on the horizon. A U-boat 
for sure! As its captain saw us racing for him, he 
crash-dived. But we had his position fairly well pin- 
pointed. Reducing speed, I set the asdic team to search 
the depths with their sound beam. “Ping,” “ping,” the 
note went out. No echoes. Have we missed him? No! 
There it is. An echo firm and clear and we are in firm 
contact. 

Here was a chance to try out our new killer, the 
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Hedgehog. With Bill Ridley controlling the asdic team 
and a steady stream of bearings and ranges coming in 
I conned Hesperus slowly into the firing range. Every- 
thing was going perfectly. Conditions were good. Con- 
tact remained firm as we crept slowly into firing range. 
Then Bill Ridley’s voice — “Fire!” It is with a feeling 
of shame that I have to record that nothing happened! 
A hasty check with the crew of the Hedgehog revealed 
the reason. Unfamiliar with our new weapon, it had 
not been realized that the Hedgehog bombs, which had 
a complicated set of safety-pins to be removed one by 
one, would take so long to prepare. With twenty-four 
bombs to arm this took some time, and the crew had 
not had time, between “contact” and the order to fire, 
to complete the operation. Quite rightly they did not 
obey the order. Our practice firings had been done 
with dummy bombs which were not fitted with the 
same safety device and so this time lag had gone un- 
realized. 

Now we had to get this U-boat at all costs or we 
would never live down our shame. Fortunately, asdic 
conditions were perfect and, though the U-boat had 
evidently gone deep as usual, we were able to hold con- 
tact and deliver accurate depth-charge attacks. At 
one time during the action the asdic operators were led 
astray by the U-boat’s use of SBTs (described in a 
previous chapter). But we were always on the look-out 
for this decoy device and in this case Bill Ridley quick- 
ly spotted the ruse and got the operator back on to 
the proper target. 

By now Clematis had joined in the fray and also got 
in an attack. Then we ran in again and, together with 
the ordinary depth-charges, we loosed on the hapless 
U-boat another new weapon, a one-ton depth-charge. 
This was virtually a torpedo without engines, with its 
body filled with explosive and fired from our torpedo 
tubes. 

After this, strange noises began to be heard on the 
asdic, like those made by a submarine surfacing. Ex- 
citement was intense and we expected at any moment 
to see the U-boat break surface. It was obviously 
shallower, and the chance had come to use the Hedge- 
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hog again. Once more we ran slowly in and this time, 
at the order, the twenty-four bombs went sailing 
through the air to land with a splash ahead of us. 

Nobody even whispered as we waited in an agony of 
suspense as the bombs dived down towards their target. 
Never have there been such long-drawn-out seconds 
as the hand crept round the face of the stop- 
watch. Suddenly two sharp explosions thudded through 
the ship. “Got him, by God!” yelled Bill, as he popped 
up out of the asdic control cabinet, his face shining 
with excitement. And indeed we had. Gaping holes 
torn in her hull, V 191 plunged to the bottom with 
all hands. 

It was clear that we had put out of action the “first 
sighter” of that particular patrol line of U-boats for the 
H/F D/F was soon able to report that no more were 
in contact. Of course, by now we had the inestimable 
benefit of having Biter’s Swordfish patrolling on the 
horizon and, though for the next two days they made 
no sightings, while the convoy steamed on unmolested, 
we had the happy knowledge that should a U-boat be 
detected again by our H/F D/F, an aircraft could be 
directed on to him even more quickly than my 30-knot 
Hesperus could get to the spot. On Easter Sunday this 
very thing happened, not near the convoy but in the 
vicinity of Biter which was operating its aircraft some 
thirty miles away. The familiar sighting signal was heard 
on the H/F D/F and a bearing obtained. A warning 
was quickly radioed to Biter and shortly afterwards one 
of her patrolling Swordfish sighted the U-boat. 

The submarine dived too soon for the aircraft to 
be able to get in an attack, but one of Biter’s escorting 
destroyers, Pathfinder (Commander Gibbs), called tQ 
the area, quickly got contact and as quickly sent the 
U-boat ( V 203 ) to the bottom. This was sea/ air co- 
operation as it should be, and made us realize what 
could be done with properly trained aircraft. 

On the following day the time had come for Biter's 
group to leave us and, in her place to support us, was 
approaching a group of frigates, the 1st Escort Group 
under the command of Captain Godfrey Brewer. 
Brewer had been a destroyer man most of his career 
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and was a friend of mine of long standing. Indeed we 
had first met when at the same preparatory school, so 
I was very happy to know we were to work together. 
His arrival coincided with fresh activity from the U- 
boats who had, as we thought, at last found our con- 
voy again. 

Once again the watchful “B-Bar” had intercepted 
an enemy sighting report and Whitehall was sent rac- 
ing down the bearing in the hope of repeating our suc- 
cess of Good Friday. He had not gone far, however, 
when Commander Bell found to his surprise the 1st 
Escort Group approaching from that direction. Evident- 
ly it was these ships that the U-boat was reporting. 

He had not lingered on the surface and a search by 
the 1st Escort Group achieved no success but, from 
further signals intercepted, it became clear that the 
U-boat had followed the support group in and had 
taken up a shadowing position by nightfall. He could 
be heard calling his HQ at intervals and trying to 
get his report through over and over again, until finally 
Walker came to me and suggested a little ruse. Know- 
ing intimately the German wireless procedure, he pro- 
posed that he should pretend to be another German 
unit, answer the U-boat and accept his message for on- 
ward transmission. This was a highly irregular proceed- 
ing, of course, but it seemed too good an opportunity of 
employing a little deception and pulling the Teutonic 
leg to be missed. I gave Walker permission to go 
ahead. 

Soon afterwards he came to the bridge, all smiles, 
and reported that his “dodge” had worked perfectly. 
The U-boat had stopped signalling, no doubt happily 
confident that Admiral Donitz was massing a wolf-pack 
to his support. The U-boat commander must have 
been disappointed when nothing happened. While he 
waited vainly for his comrades to join him, we were 
able to give him the slip by making a big alteration of 
course after dark. 

I have often wondered whether this U-boat com- 
mander ever got home again and, if so, how he ex- 
plained his apparent failure to report. But perhaps he 
was one of the many who failed to return from patrol 
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in those spring months of 1943 when the U-boat attack 
was defeated with such heavy losses. 

Meanwhile, free of menace by the enemy, the convoy 
found new hazards to face, for by the 29th, it was 
steaming through a sea studded with icebergs, large 
and small. It horrified me to think of that great mass 
of shipping steaming blindly in the night through such 
a concentration of bergs, any one of which could rip 
the side out of a ship and send her to the bottom as 
efficiently as any torpedo. 

We did what we could by illuminating with our 
searchlights the bergs in the convoy’s path but for every 
large berg that we could detect on our radar there 
were dozens of small “growlers” with their tops just 
breaking the surface. Amazingly, the columns of ships 
threaded the maze without disaster and on the follow- 
ing day we were nearing Newfoundland and could 
turn our charges over to the relieving Canadian escort 
group who were to take the convoy on to Halifax, Nova 
Scotia. 
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It had been the longest Atlantic crossing I had ex- 
perienced — sixteen days for a normally ten-day voyage, 
but our far-northerly route and the foul weather had 
set us back. It was with more than the usual sense 
of thankfulness that I “rang off” the engines when 
Hesperus reached her berth at Argentia. 

The first night in harbour after these voyages will 
always be highlighted in my memory. After the long, 
anxious days at sea in all weathers it was an unforget- 
table joy to be able to come aft to one’s harbour 
cabin, to slough off one’s clothes for the first time 
for many days and lie wallowing in a hot bath. 

The clink of glasses would draw one to the ward- 
room later, where tongues were loosened by the unac- 
customed “noggins” which spread a happy glow 
through us all. It made up for all the wet and the 
cold, the long hours huddled in duffels, straining to 
see through the spray and the darkness, while the con- 
voy crept snail-like across the ocean. In the little ships 
of the escort forces it was the weather that occupied 
our minds far more than the enemy. 

The enemy we knew we could cope with, but the 
vindictive savagery of the Atlantic gales and the moun- 
tainous waves they raised, which came snoring down 
the wind at us, towering high above our heads, many 
a time put the fear of God into me. It was an almost 
tangible joy, therefore, to be snug in harbour in a 
secure berth, with a westerly gale moaning through the 
rigging, and knowing that an undisturbed night in one’s 
bunk and between sheets lay ahead. 

Probably the captain of a ship felt the reaction even 
129 


13® 


U-BOAT KILLER 


more than others, for at sea he was restricted to the 
bridge and the tiny sea-cabin and charthouse beneath 
it, taking his meals alone and rarely able to “unbutton” 
with his officers. 

Argentia, so far as we were concerned, was an all- 
male society and life often took a fairly noisy and 
riotous form. American officers would come on board 
to visit us from their “dry” ships and occasionally 
some would be a little uncertain the next day as to how 
they got back to their cabins. Return parties would 
take place at the American officers’ club and were 
equally hilarious. Hesperus parties invariably included 
the singing of a song we had adopted as our own — 
Lord knows where it originated — known as “Zumba Za.” 
It was sung entirely in German and represented a party 
of people each of whom in turn claimed to be able to 
play some musical instrument which he proceeded to do 
in mime, making the appropriate noises and gestures 
which were then taken up by the assembled party. 

It started and ended with the double-bass whose 
notes were represented by Zumba Zumba Za — hence 
the name of the song. Somehow this apparently very 
childish entertainment always succeeded in being an 
enormous success, and it was invariably called for 
when the Hesperus officers were out “on the tiles.” 

Occasionally our “turn-round” port would be St. 
John’s, which, being the capital city of Newfoundland, 
offered more sophisticated entertainment and female 
company. Some of the chief attractions there were the 
shops, all stocked with goods unobtainable at home. 
Most of us had lists from our wives or girl friends 
on the off-chance that we should get to this “land flow- 
ing with milk and honey.” 

I remember enlisting the aid of Lady Walwyn, the 
wife of Newfoundland’s Governor, Admiral Sir Hum- 
phrey Walwyn, to choose baby clothes for my young 
son at home. She was a splendid shopper and the 
things were given a rapturous welcome by my wife. The 
irrepressible Jackie Cooper of Sweetbriar had been 
briefed to get scanties for his wife and nothing would 
satisfy him unless he had seen them modelled by the 
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giggling “Newfie” shopgirls, whom he quizzed through 
his monocle with a critical eye and a solemn face. 

Wherever we did get into harbour, whether it was 
at Argentia or St. John’s, or back in our home base at 
Liverpool, Hesperus’s group managed very successfully 
to forget the hazards of battle and storm and there was 
an amazing fund of good fellowship not only in indi- 
vidual ships but between the ships of the group which 
made us all into a well-knit team. The ships’ companies 
were vastly proud of their group and its reputation for 
getting convoy after convoy across the ocean intact, 
while other convoys were suffering heavy losses. 

It was hardly ever necessary to punish wrongdoers in 
Hesperus. All that was required was to let the culprit 
know that he would be drafted away from the ship if 
he could not reform and nearly always this was enough. 
Occasionally we carried out our threat and the rest of 
the ship’s company were the happier for their loss. 

In the wardroom I was always glad that so many of- 
ficers from other ships of the group found pleasure in 
visiting Hesperus. The wardroom of the leader of a 
flotilla is not always a Mecca for officers from the 
other ships, but my staff had the happy knack of in- 
spiring enthusiasm and affection. 

Bill Ridley with his untiring craving to get to grips 
with the U-boats, and Lyulph Stanley with his irre- 
pressible gaiety and capacity for fun, led the way and 
the others did not lag far behind. When the devil was in 
them they were no respecters of persons. 

On one occasion in Liverpool when certain civilians 
in reserved jobs ashore were paying their customary 
visits to Hesperus for a little duty-free gin, Lyulph an- 
nounced that he had got permission for them to come 
with us on our next convoy trip. He then sat back with 
a malicious grin on his face as “they all with one accord 
began to make excuse.” There was, of course, no truth 
whatever in Lyulph’s statement. 

Another time in St. John’s, on a quiet summer 
evening, when the few officers remaining on board were 
gossiping over their evening glass of gin, Lyulph, who 
was Officer of the Day, was called forth by the quarter- 
master and informed in shocked Presbyterian, Scottish 
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accents that there were nuns on the quarter-deck. Even 
Lyulph was momentarily taken aback by this bald 
statement. As he told me afterwards it was one of the 
few emergencies not catered for in his training on 
HMS King Alfred, the school for budding RNVR of- 
ficers. “What do they want?” he asked. “To see the 
Officer of the Day,” was the inexorable reply from the 
quartermaster who wanted no part in this popish plot. 
There was nothing for it but to get up on deck and 
find out what it was all about. 

There they were, in their flowing grey robes, looking 
absurdly out of place on the deck of a warship. Salut- 
ing them courteously, Lyulph inquired their business, 
to be told they were collecting for charity. “But, of 
course,” said Lyulph. “Then you must come down to 
the wardroom and start with the officers.” 

He could already visualize the expressions on the 
faces of his brother officers as he ushered two nuns into 
the wardroom. The nuns followed him down the steep 
iron ladder which presented no problem to them, ne- 
gotiating it as if they had served for years in de- 
stroyers. “Gentlemen,” announced Lyulph, “these two 
ladies are here on a charitable mission and I am sure 
you will all be happy to contribute to their cause.” 

The looks of blank astonishment that greeted this an- 
nouncement were all that Lyulph could have wished 
for. But in no time at all the normal machinery of 
naval hospitality clicked into gear. “What would you 
care to drink?” someone asked. “Oh, we never take 
alcohol,” was the reply. “Then perhaps a Coca Cola?” 
These were duly brought, but in their unescorted pas- 
sage from the bar to the table, they were torpedoed by 
a large shot of gin. Perhaps it was the steward anxious 
to see a bit of fun on a dull evening in harbour. 

Whoever it was, after two “Cokes” the. ladies began 
to behave most strangely. They talked, they laughed, 
they giggled and they stayed. Dinner-time came and 
went but the artless prattle of the nuns never ceased 
for a moment. When they finally realized the lateness 
of the hour there was a great flurry of robes and bob- 
bing of wimples as they gathered themselves together 
and sailed up the iron ladder quite undismayed. 


ATLANTIC BASES 


133 


The buzz had got round the ship that there were 
“queer goings on” in the wardroom and when the nuns 
reached the upper deck it seemed as though the whole 
duty watch was lining the side to see them off. But the 
nuns were magnificent. With a look of set determina- 
tion, they marched down the gangway and, as their 
grey robes faded into the evening mist, their happy 
giggles floated back. All very reprehensible, but it was 
fun and no harm done and soon the authors of the 
prank would be standing their watch in an Atlantic 
gale, so who shall blame them? 

The backing that the escort groups received at their 
base ports must be recorded in any account of the Bat- 
tle of the Atlantic. Without it we could not have func- 
tioned efficiently and if it had been less thorough or 
less understanding of our needs we should not have 
been able to have that complete relaxation between 
trips that enabled us to go back to sea refreshed and 
eager. 

The Western Approaches escort force was divided 
between several ports — Liverpool, Greenock, and 
Londonderry, and later also Belfast. I can only speak 
with knowledge of Liverpool for most of the war and of 
Belfast during 1944. The other ports may not have 
been as good — if they were better I would be aston- 
ished. Liverpool itself got off to a bad start and when 
I first knew it in 1940 it had nothing to recommend it. 

A base staff of “dug-outs” had no comprehension of 
the needs of ships’ companies coming into harbour af- 
ter sleepless nights and watchful days, longing for noth- 
ing so much as sleep, untroubled by the incessant need 
for precautions against wind and weather. There was 
no restfulness in a destroyer left to ride at her very 
light anchor gear in the 7-knot current of the Mersey 
and a full gale, when a little more careful organization 
could have got her safely to a berth alongside and out 
of the tideway. 

But such things are perhaps inevitable in the early 
stages of a war. They were certainly in marked con- 
trast to the arrangements which held good later. A 
succession of experienced escort commanders held the 
appointment of Captain (D) Liverpool, the title under 
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which went the officer in charge of the escort base. 
Captains Godfrey Brewer, “Johnnie” Walker and Jack- 
ie Broome each held the job for a period and under 
their sway it was a wonderful experience to see the 
gates of Gladstone Dock close behind one’s ship and 
to be taken competently in hand by a team of special- 
ists determined to spare no trouble to have us 100 per 
cent efficient by the time our next convoy was ready. 

In Liverpool, of course, we had the great advantage 
of being within a few minutes of the HQ of Western 
Approaches in Derby House where a brilliant organiza- 
tion had been built up by Sir Percy Noble and his 
Chief of Staff, Commodore Jack Mansfield, and car- 
ried on by Sir Max Horton and his Chief of Staff, my 
cousin, Ian Macintyre. It was always a tonic to go to 
Derby House where one found a staff desperately anx- 
ious to give their best support to their sea-going broth- 
ers whom they so envied. One would be passed from 
desk to desk for the extraction of any new lessons 
learnt or tactical devices tired out and one left with the 
happy feeling, sometimes sadly lacking at HQ, that the 
shore staff knew they only existed to serve the sea-goers 
instead of vice versa. 

One of the adjuncts of Derby House was a tactical 
school where, under the tireless command of Captain 
Roberts, sea experience was absorbed, digested and 
transformed into practical lessons on the tactical table. 
Here control teams from escort groups would come 
and would play tactical “games” on the table in which 
every form of enemy attack known would be inflicted 
on them by a team of Wrens. These girls became so 
experienced in the tactics of convoy battle that they 
were able to save many a salt-encrusted sea-dog from 
making the errors which would inevitably lead to disas- 
ter to their convoys of model ships. Captain Roberts 
was a sufferer from consumption, never well and con- 
stantly in pain; but this never affected the enthusiasm 
and energy he brought to his rather thankless task. 

Liverpool itself did not offer much in the way of 
relaxation, particularly after the blitz which devastated 
it to a great extent in 1941. I was fortunate, therefore, 
in usually being able to get away for a few days between 
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convoys to join my wife and small son who had taken 
a house at Felpham near Bognor in Sussex. It was 
great fun unloading the things I had been able to bring 
back from across the Atlantic. 

I remember, too, that before I was allowed to 
change out of my uniform into the anonymity of plain 
clothes, there was always a duty round of the food 
shops and the shopkeepers knew that this was the signal 
for something to come out from under the counter. To 
give them their due, it must be admitted that they ac- 
cepted it with a good grace. 

Back in Liverpool, the last few days before sailing 
again were given over to intensive tra ining . Staff offi- 
cers and captains of ships spent much of them at 
Captain Roberts’ tactical school where they fought 
sanguinary imaginary battles on the tactical table. 

Depth-charge parties were drilled until they could 
fire full patterns of depth-charges at fifteen-second in- 
tervals; asdic teams sank countless submarines on the 
synthetic attack teacher and communication staffs were 
exercised. Some of the training had its lighter mo- 
ments. A very glamorous Wren officer initiated my 
younger officers into the mysteries of a new ciphering 
machine which was being introduced. These sessions 
took place in a pleasantly secluded hut at Gladstone 
Dock and it was remarkable what slow progress seemed 
to be made, requiring a great many lessons before the 
intricacies of the machine were mastered. Indeed the 
ubiquity of Wrens in every capacity ashore at Liverpool 
helped to make even the sterner occupations of our 
time in harbour occasions for hilarity and light relief. 
There was even a team of hard-swearing female ord- 
nance ratings whose language when their hammers 
landed on a thumb instead of a breech lever used to 
make my gunner’s mate blush. 

Before sailing, my officers and I usually tried to ar- 
range a dinner together at the Adelphi, miraculously 
surviving the devastation all round it. As the war pro- 
gressed and Liverpool became filled with more and 
more servicemen, British and American, this became 
difficult to achieve. 

But in Hesperus we were in a strong position, for in 
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my office on board was a Writer rating, Val Thompson, 
who in private life was a prominent Liverpudlian, 
owning a chain of grocer’s shops. To make sure of a 
table at the Adelphi, therefore, he would be tactfully 
approached and asked to use his influence. 

Fortunately I never had occasion to discipline Writ- 
er Thompson, who indeed was a model rating, or per- 
haps I might have found myself persona non grata 
when I next tried to dine at the Adelphi! 

We tended to become very parochial in our loyal- 
ties. Londonderry, for instance, being somewhat iso- 
lated from the remainder, became rather a law unto 
itself and was inclined to patronize those of us who 
lived, when in harbour, in the shadow of Derby House. 
Again, for a stranger such as we Liverpudlians to be 
diverted to Greenock for any reason was a horrible 
experience. 

The great anchorage at the mouth of the Clyde was 
always choc-a-bloc with hundreds of ships, ran gin g 
from coasters to the huge passenger liners running as 
troopships. To the uninitiated they were berthed in the 
most complete confusion and with barely room to swing 
with the tide. The oiler to which one was invariably 
ordered on arrival was berthed in a remote and awk- 
ward spot. 

Somehow one always arrived after dark and it was 
always raining cats and dogs and usually blowing a 
gale as well. In peacetime I have known the Firth of 
Clyde as one of the loveliest spots on earth with the sun 
shining on the purple hills, but those days seemed to 
vanish with the onset of war. Rain, wind, a complete 
ignorance of the berthing arrangements and a strict 
black-out, of course, all added up to a navigator’s night- 
mare. 

Cursing miserably, peering desperately through the 
downpour and the dark, one would creep tortuously 
through the seemingly solid mass of darkened ships. 
What we did not know until we had been in and out 
several times was that a lane down the side of the an- 
chorage was in fact kept clear of ships, but somehow 
this vital piece of information was kept a deadly secret 
from “foreigners” like us. 
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Similarly, the dragon that guarded the boom de- 
fences always knew when “foreigners” were passing 
through his domain. He usually discovered that we were 
breaking some obscure rule of conduct and never failed 
to inform us in acidulated signals. Arrived at our an- 
chorage finally at the Tail of the Bank, the odds were 
that there would be no peace, for the poor holding 
ground meant anchor watch and steam on the engines 
at the slightest blow. No — I preferred my own stamping 
ground at Liverpool with the lock gates safely slammed 
behind us and a berth alongside the jetty where nothing 
but a hurricane could disturb us. 

Belfast, which became my base later in the war, was 
a newcomer to the scene, though trawlers had been 
based there before the new support groups were formed 
in 1944. An excellent team formed the base staff under 
Captain Borrett. The engineer officer. Commander 
Fenn Clark, his fiery spirit chafing at shore duty, 
worked like a black to see that the sea-goers should 
never sail with machinery anything but perfect. 

The oriflamme of his flaming red beard would always 
be seen amongst the crowd on the jetty as we made 
fast and, with the first gangplank to go out, he would 
be on board for our lists of defects and getting his 
team to work. 

The electrical team which maintained our asdics and 
radar was headed by Peter Frith and Roger Hawkey 
— the latter now Sir Roger, a baronet who manu- 
factures water-closets, a combination so very typical of 
this age of social equality and streamlined plumbing! 
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On the 5th May the time came for B2 Group to leave 
Argentia again to rendezvous with the slow homeward- 
bound convoy, SC 129. On the following day we were 
once again going through the familiar routine of taking 
over escort, checking the convoy list against the ships 
present and rounding up stragglers. 

The Battle of the Atlantic was working up to its cli- 
max. We knew that an unprecedented number of U- 
boats had been ranging the ocean for the last two 
months and convoys had had to fight their way through 
the enemy lines. May was likely to be the critical 
month. If the enemy onslaught could be held, the of- 
fensive should soon pass into our hands. For escorts 
were coming forward in increasing numbers, the im- 
mense output of American shipyards supplementing 
our own. In the air, the RAF were at long last allocat- 
ing enough long-range aircraft to Coastal Command to 
enable them to close the gap of air cover in mid-Atlan- 
tic, and the new escort carriers would soon be at sea in 
sufficient numbers to accompany every convoy. 

We were therefore on tip-toe in anticipation of the 
encounter that we knew must come. There was no 
longer any possibility of evading the U-boats — they 
were too thick for that. 

However, for the first few days the convoy sailed 
on unmolested. I felt sure that “B-Bar” in the H/F D/F 
cabinet would give us ample warning of our approach 
to any U-boat patrol lines. It was not until the after- 
noon of the 1 1th May that this first warning came. 
U-boats were about, but not so far in touch with our con- 
voy, he estimated. I had learnt to trust implicitly in 
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“B-Bar’s” estimates and up to date he had never been 
wrong. On this occasion, however, his guess as to the 
wave-length to watch must have been wrong. He had 
missed the vital first-sighting signal. For, although a 
sweep to the horizon by Whitehall and Clematis pro- 
duced nothing, at 1800 two ships in the convoy, Anti- 
gone and Grado were torpedoed in broad daylight and 
quickly sank. While I rapidly set in motion the search 
plan especially designed to take care of an emergency 
such as this, the rescue ship, Melrose Abbey, picked 
up the survivors and it was some slight comfort to know 
that only two men from one of the ships were missing. 

These rescue ships, which at this stage of the Battle 
of the Atlantic were regular components of each con- 
voy, were small steamers especially equipped for rescu- 
ing survivors from torpedoed ships. They performed a 
wonderful task at very great hazard, for by nature of 
their job they were forced to lie stopped, sitting targets, 
for long periods at the very time when U-boats were 
known to be near. I know full well what a naked, 
frightening feeling one has under such circumstances 
and I was always full of admiration for the unass umin g 
courage of their crews. 

Apart from rescuing a great many seamen who might 
not otherwise have survived, these ships freed the es- 
cort-group commanders from the agonized decision 
they sometimes had to make, whether to ignore the call 
of humanity in order to keep the escorts to th'eir pri- 
mary task of preventing further sinkings by carrying 
the attack to the enemy — a grim decision that I am glad 
to say I never had to make though my standing orders 
for my group made it clear that survivors had to be 
ignored while an attack was in progress. 

But I was now in a fury. Not only had a U-boat 
penetrated our defences in broad daylight but, for the 
first time in the nine months I had been with B2 
Group, ships from a convoy escorted by us had been 
sunk. We were all very proud of our record which had 
thus been marred, and vengeance was called for. A 
sweep in company with four of our corvettes was un- 
productive, however; but German records reveal that 
attack by the Gentian later that evening came near to 
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destroying the submarine concerned — U 402. A 
depth-charge which exploded close alongside forced 
her down to a depth of 600 feet before control could 
be regained. Severe damage, including a tear 3 metres 
long in a ballast tank, indicated how close to destruc- 
tion she had been; and when she was finally able to 
surface at midnight her captain put her immediately 
on a course for home. 

This had all taken place after the Gentian had been 
left on her own to keep the U-boat down while the 
remainder of us hurried back to the convoy. 

For by now the bell from the H/F D/F office was 
ringing every few minutes and another report of a U- 
boat signalling close at hand would come through. But 
they were mostly from bearings astern or on the quar- 
ters of the convoy and I decided to hold my forces in 
until they could make their sorties without getting too 
far behind and so leaving the convoy short of escorts. 

In Hesperus I had taken up a station for the night 
directly astern of the convoy. It seemed that the first 
attack must come from that direction unless it was post- 
poned to the next day, by which time the U-boats 
would have been able to mass ahead of us. As darkness 
fell, I joined George Carlow on the bridge, where he 
was keeping the first watch (8-12) and as he conned 
the ship to and fro across the rear of the convoy we 
discussed the possibilities of the coming night. “Thus is 
the likely quarter for an attack tonight, George,” I 
said. “Warn the radar operators to keep a specially 
keen watch astern.” But George was fully alive to the 
situation and had already briefed them carefully. 

A tense feeling of anticipation pervaded the whole 
ship’s company. The look-outs relieved each other 
with brief, whispered words instead of their usual 
cheerful witticisms. Out there in the blackness we all 
knew a sinister menace lurked, and was slinking closer 
and closer to get in an attack. Our only doubt was the 
direction from which it would approach. 

Presently Bill Ridley and Lyulph Stanley joined me 
in the chart room, unable to wait quietly down aft for 
the alarm they knew must come soon. “Have all the 
‘key’ ratings been warned that ‘Action Stations’ are 
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almost certain during the night?” I asked Bill. “We don’t 
want to rout out the whole ship’s company until the 
balloon goes up. They get little enough rest as it is.” 
“Yes, all organized,” was Bill’s reply. Coaster, the senior 
asdic rating, was standing by to take over operation 
of the set at the first alarm. Down on the quarter- 
deck Mr. Pritchard, the gunner, was prowling, check- 
ing and rechecking with his torpedo gunner’s mate that 
his depth-charge equipment was ready. In the shelter 
above the engine room hatch, “Chiefy” Anderson and 
his chief ERA lurked, ready to take charge down be- 
low at the clang of the alarm bells. No one could sleep 
that night. 

Up on the bridge, the customary mugs of comforting, 
steaming cocoa had gone the rounds and the First 
Watch was nearly over when the report we had been 
waiting for came through from the radar office. “Very 
small contact just come up, sir. Bearing 230 degrees. 
Range 5 miles.” 

“This is it,” we cried with one voice. Leaving Lyulph 
to set his plotting-table team to work, Bill and I tum- 
bled out on to the compass platform. As the alarm 
gongs sounded their urgent call through the ship I 
swung Hesperus round to head for the bearing of the 
contact and rang down for full speed. Eyes strained 
through the darkness to get the first glimpse of the 
enemy. Suddenly, through the lenses of Otto Kretsch- 
mer’s binoculars I could see the line of white which 
was the U-boat’s wake. I altered course a few degrees to 
port to cut him off, hoping we might catch him before 
he could dive deep. 

Racing along, we saw the white plumes of spray as 
he opened his vents and flooded his tanks to dive. As 
we passed over, the phosphorescent swirl left as he 
dived could be clearly seen. 

“Get a first pattern away by eye,” I shouted to Bill. 
“Shallow settings!” 

“Fire one! Fire two! Fire three!” came the f amili ar cry 
in Bill’s voice over the action “inter-com.” He had need- 
ed no urging and the pattern went away perfectly timed. 

As the depth-charges exploded, the tall columns of 
gleaming phosphorescent water soared up to stand mo- 
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mentarily like pillars of light before tumbling back into 
the sea in a torrent of foam. 

I knew we could not have missed him by much and 
that he must be severely shaken at least. Now was the 
time to hammer him, to keep at him so as to give him 
no respite to repair damage. Reducing to a more moder- 
ate speed to give the asdics a chance we quickly 
picked up contact. As we expected, he had gone deep, 
so this was not a suitable target for the Hedgehog. 
Putting deep settings on the depth-charges, we ran in 
and gave him another full pattern. Once more we ran 
in and this time for good measure we added a one-ton 
depth-charge. 

In the U-boat, U 223, the commander, Lieutenant 
Wachter saw with horror the shape of a destroyer 
emerging from a rain squall and bearing down on him. 
The curling bow-waves of high speed left no doubt 
that the submarine had been sighted and that the de- 
stroyer was steering to ram. 

With a yell, “Take her down fast. Full speed ahead,” 
Wachter and the look-outs dived for the conning-tow- 
er hatch. As the hatch slammed behind them, the U- 
boat was already heading desperately for the depths, 
where their only hope of safety lay. But the waters had 
hardly closed over it when the first pattern of depth- 
charges erupted all around. The boat was instantly 
plunged into darkness. The crew were hurled to the 
deck as the submarine was tossed and shaken by the 
appalling concussions. Out of control, it plunged on, 
deeper and deeper. 

But as the drill so long and patiently practised 
against just such a crisis came into play, emergency 
lighting came on to give a fitful glow through the boat, 
control ratings staggered back to their stations and at 
600 feet the dive was halted. Dead slow and utterly 
silent they must run now if they were to escape. 
Through the uncanny silence could be heard the 
“pings” from the destroyer, and the steady volume of 
the note showed that she was in firm contact. Then 
came the beat of her propellers as she ran in for the 
attack, rising in a rapid crescendo till it became a roar 
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as she passed overhead. As the depth-charges sank 
down, down to the U-boat’s depth, the crew waited, 
tensed and agonized, for what seemed an eternity. 
Then the smashing, catastrophic explosions again, the 
U-boat rocked and hammered, the pressure hull crack- 
ing and creaking under the deadly thrusts. Even the 
robust emergency lighting failed now and through the 
blackness came the report that water was flooding into 
the fore compartments and the acrid smell of an electri- 
cal fire from the engine-room. With one main motor on 
fire and hardly an instrument or machine still func- 
tioning, the crew fought to halt the downward plunge 
which had again developed and had already reached 
700 feet. As they did so, with the roar of an express 
train their tormentor passed overhead again and an- 
other series of concussions threw everything into utter 
confusion. Another such attack and it must be the 
end. Wachter realized that there was nothing for it but 
to blow banks and try to fight it out, or escape, on the 
surface. 

Aft, on Hesperus’s quarter-deck, the depth-charge 
parties struggled like demons after each attack to re- 
load the throwers and chutes for the next one. Fifteen 
seconds they had achieved as the driller back in Glad- 
stone Dock, but, though the driller had a tilting deck 
which simulated to some extent the motion of a ship at 
sea, the real thing was infinitely more disconcerting. 
As the ship lurched and rolled, the 750-lb. canisters 
seemed to take savage and vindictive life. Swinging on 
their tackles as they were hoisted up into the throwers 
they could crush and mangle an unwary handler. 
With the ship under helm, seas came curling over the 
side and the struggling men were up to their waists in 
icy, swirling water. 

I do not guarantee that they beat their fifteen-second 
record, but under the leadership of Mr. Pritchard, the 
gunner, they never failed to have a full pattern ready 
when called for. At the same time the ready-use stow- 
ages were kept “topped-up” by further charges hoisted 
up from the magazine and manhandled along the deck. 
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Amongst the depth-charge party there was rarely a 
break for a breather or to wonder how the action was 
going. 

As Hesperus steered to attack again, the asdic oper- 
ators reported the noise of blowing tanks and then, 
close ahead of us we saw the U-boat surface and lie, 
stopped. He was too close for the 4.7-inch guns to be 
brought to bear, but the Oerlikon 20-mm guns sprang 
into action and some of the U-boat’s crew, who were 
making as if to man their gun, were swept into the 
sea by this fire. The U-boat passed close down our 
side and as it came abreast of our stern, depth-charges 
set to explode at the minimum depth of 50 feet 
were fired. Again I turned the ship and ran in to 
repeat the performance. But this was a tough nut to 
crack, for, to my astonishment the U-boat managed to 
get its engines turning and got under way. With our 
signal searchlights illuminating it, the 4.7-inch guns 
opened fire and scored several hits. 

Though in desperate straits, the Germans were 
by no means ready to throw in the sponge. The hail 
of shells killed and wounded several of them, and drove 
the remainder from the bridge to take shelter in the 
conning-tower. But down below the crew remained at 
their action stations and, as Wachter saw Hesperus 
bearing down on him to loose further depth-charges 
he gave the order to fire a torpedo from the stern 
tube. But with only the narrow end-on view to aim 
at, the torpedo sped harmlessly by. He fired four more 
shots but with Hesperus keeping her bow or stern 
pointed at the U-boat, she was an almost impossible 
target. In desperation, Wachter tried to ram his pur- 
suer but his boat was no longer in a condition to 
manoeuvre. 

The U-boat came again to a standstill, yet there 
was no sign of it sinking. It just lay there at bay, 
sinister and dangerous yet. “What in God’s name do 
I do now?” I thought to myself. “I must keep under 
way and heading for her or we will be a sitting target 
for a torpedo.” How right I was, too, for unknown to us, 
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the U-boat was indeed fighting back, but we were 
too difficult a target end-on. 

Meanwhile the only gun on Hesperus that could be 
brought to bear continued to shoot by the ligh t of our 
searchlights and scored several hits. But, as we ran 
slowly in towards the U-boat, the gun could no longer 
be depressed sufficiently. 

For a moment I considered ramming the submarine 
and so finishing her off quickly, but then I recalled 
the state of Hesperus after the last occasion of ram- 
ming — her keel twisted back, fore compartments 
flooded and, above all, the asdic dome wiped off and 
the asdic out of action. With the convoy still under 
attack and a long way to go, I could not afford that. 
Besides we had been officially discouraged from ram- 
ming since the tragic loss of “Harry” Tait and Har- 
vester. 

“Bill,” I said to Ridley, standing beside me on the 
compass platform, “do you think we could roll her over 
by a gentle ram so as not to damage the ship?” “Try 
it, sir,” was his reply. “We are getting very short of 
depth-charges and we are going to need plenty before 
we are finished with this convoy. I don’t want to have 
to use any more to finish off this bastard.” 

So try it I did. With a gentle bump I laid Hesperus’s 
bow against the U-boat’s side and kept the engines 
going slowly ahead. The submarine rolled over on to 
its beam ends, lay like that for a moment, but then as 
our bow slid down its length, sluggishly righted itself. 
But it was obviously lying much lower in the water and 
I felt its end must be near. Yet as we ran out again 
to give the guns another chance, a torpedo raced by, 
leaving a phosphorescent trail and narrowly missing 
us. This was indeed a dauntless and dangerous enemy! 

But even as we turned to go into the attack again, 
the U-boat’s crew could be seen on deck and one or 
two were seen to jump overboard. “He’s finished,” I 
thought, “and none too soon. The convoy must be 
thirty miles or more ahead and I must get back to it 
at once.” 

Precious time could not be spared to stay and 
deliver the coup de grdce and pick up the survivors. 
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with all the delay that would entail. Laying the ship 
on a course to rejoin the convoy I left the sinking 
U-boat to its fate. 

On the bridge of V 223, Lieutenant Wachter, re- 
alizing that he cpuld fight no more and believing 
that his ship must soon sink, had ordered his crew on 
deck but not yet to abandon ship. One wounded man 
fell overboard and was lost. Another, mistaking the 
order, jumped into the water. Fire from the destroyer 
then ceased and to Wachter’s astonishment, she 
steamed off and was quickly lost to sight in the dark- 
ness. Gradually it was borne in on the German’s mind 
that at the eleventh hour he had been reprieved. The 
crew were ordered back to their stations and set to 
work feverishly to try to make their U-boat seaworthy. 
With the bilges full of broken glass and debris, pump- 
ing was a difficult and laborious task. For twelve hours 
they laboured like madmen and by four o’clock the 
next afternoon they were under way and limping for 
St. Nazaire which they reached twelve days later. 
It was a remarkable piece of engineering and seaman- 
ship on their part and if their story were not well 
authenticated it might be hard to believe. 

But even more astonishing is the story of the sea- 
man who jumped overboard. He quickly vanished 
from sight of the crew of U 223 and for several hours 
he floated on his life-jacket in the rough sea. He had 
long given up hope of rescue, when, to his utter 
amazement, another submarine, U 359, surfaced some 
fifty yards from him. He managed to attract their 
attention, was picked up and eventually rejoined his 
incredulous shipmates. 

Hurrying after the convoy I had time to pick up the 
threads of the situation. A study of the H/F D/F 
reports showed that a dozen or more U-boats were 
chasing the convoy, trying evidently to get to a 
position ahead in which they* could lie in waiting. I 
knew that they would not attack in daylight until they 
had achieved such a position and by now the dawn 
was approaching and would give us a brief respite. 
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As the morning wore on we watched the bearings 
of enemy transmissions from those conveniently chat- 
tering U-boats, drawing steadily ahead. Whitehall was 
sent out after one on the starboard bow but without 
result. And then at 11:30 a signal was heard from 
close ahead. This was what I had been waiting for 
and I quickly turned Hesperus to the bearing and 
raced off at high speed. “Not more than ten miles 
away,” had been “B-Bar’s” estimate, so at nine 
mnes I reduced speed for the asdic to come into action 
and almost immediately came the cry “Contact” from 
the asdic control room. 

Before there was time to classify the echo coming 
back to us, and as I scanned the sea ahead, I was 
astonished to see the tip of a periscope moving across 
our course. With a frenzied shout to order shallow 
settings on a pattern of depth-charges, I set Hesperus 
at full speed to intercept the U-boat. The periscope 
dipped as we dashed forward but I was able to gauge 
by eye the right moment to fire and as the depth- 
charges went off I felt sure that the U-boat must be 
at least heavily damaged. 

Turning to complete the job, contact was gained 
on the asdic and a steady attack delivered on the 
target which was already very deep. Noises of escaping 
air and other signs of the submarine being in desperate 
straits came to the ears of Petty Officer Coster on the 
asdic. One more attack we made to make sure of the 
job and, as we searched to regain contact we felt 
through our hull the underwater explosion which 
usually accompanies the crushing of the pressure hull 
of a submarine at great depth. 

I circled the spot for a while and then running 
over it was grimly gratified to see a spreading pool 
of oil with floating d6bris and smashed woodwork 
obviously from the interior of the U-boat. Quickly 
picking up a few specimens in evidence, on one of 
which was found a gruesome piece of flesh, we returned 
to our station with the convoy. So ended U 186. 

Meanwhile, from the remainder of the group, sig- 
nals were coming in which showed that the convoy 
was more or less surrounded by U-boats which were 
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being sighted at frequent intervals as they steamed at 
high speed to get ahead. At 1500 Whitehall and 
Heather, searching down the bearing of an enemy 
transmission, sighted two, forced them to dive and 
made attacks on them but were unable to hold contact 
and had to return to their station empty-handed. An 
hour later Sweetbriar sighted one, and on giving chase 
came in sight of yet another. Unfortunately the U-boats 
when surfaced could outrun the Flower-class corvettes 
and after a brief stem-chase Sweetbriar had to give up 
and return to her station. While this was going on 
Clematis on the other side of the convoy also sighted 
two U-boats and vainly gave chase. 

It was maddening to be so close to so many enemies 
and be able to do nothing about it. For in Hesperus 
we were by now so low in depth-charges that we 
could not atford to use any unless a U-boat was in a 
position of real menace. Replacements were available 
in our tanker with the convoy, but the heavy Atlantic 
swell was causing us all to roll so heavily that it was 
not possible to risk trying to go alongside her to transfer 
them. 

By the evening, however, we knew that the U-boats 
had worked ahead of the convoy’s track and unless we 
could do something to keep them down to let the 
convoy draw ahead, a mass attack that night would 
be inevitable. At 1830 Whitehall was sent out to scout 
on the starboard bow while Hesperus searched to port. 
In a short time a signal came in from Bell in Whitehall 
that he had no less than three U-boats in sight on the 
surface. I quickly took Hesperus off in support, the 
only other ship in the escort with the speed to close 
the U-boats and force them to dive. Very soon White- 
hall’s U-boats came in sight on the horizon and we 
set off in chase. 

I suppose it would not have been unnatural if by 
this time and with such a concentration of U-boats 
threatening our convoy, we had begun to feel dismayed 
at the task facing us. Instead, however, I remember 
the feeling of exhilaration which permeated the whole 
ship. We felt we were more than a match for the team 
opposing us. Lyulph Stanley, always our licensed 
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buffoon, set the tone when, on hearing the lookout 
report a third U-boat in sight, exclaimed piteously, 
“We are beset! Oh me poor wife and children!” 

As we streaked along to join Whitehall, I tried to 
formulate a plan to deal wth the situation. These 
German submarines could make 17 knots surfaced so 
that to overtake them, if they remained on the surface, 
would be a long business. Both Hesperus and 
Whitehall had only rudimentary gunnery control 
equipment as much of it had been removed in favour 
of radar, radio and anti-submarine equipment, but, with 
their solitary fore 4.7-inch guns, fire was opened at 
maximum range. There was little or no hope of scoring 
a hit on these tiny targets. The gunlayers at first could 
not, indeed, even see their target and the guns were 
brought on to the right bearing by swinging the ship. 
With only single shots it was very difficult to see 
whether we were going over or short and, in fact, the 
U-boats were really in no danger at all. Fortunately 
they did not realize this and, as we slowly drew nearer 
and fire became a trifle less inaccurate, they dived one 
after the other. 

This, of course, virtually immobilized the U-boats, 
for their submerged speed was low and, with destroyers 
hunting them, they would keep their speed down to a 
minimum to avoid being detected by their propeller 
noises. Furthermore they were now blind and the 
convoy might be able to escape if they could be kept 
down. 

There was just time before dark, which made such 
manoeuvres with a mass of shipping difficult, to order 
a drastic alteration of course of the convoy which would 
not only leave the U-boats uncertain of which direction 
the convoy had taken, but would put them once again 
in the position of having a long chase if they wished 
to get close enough to attack. 

While this was being done Hesperus and Whitehall 
searched through the estimated diving postion of the 
nearest U-boat in the hope of getting in a depth-charge 
attack before the time came to get back to the convoy 
for the night, when every escort would be needed 
there. Contact was obtained and both Whitehall and 
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Hesperus made attacks but asdic conditions were not 
good and I did not feel that we had inflicted much 
damage. 

The pressure of time was heavy on me, too. There 
were probably nine other U-boats shaping course to 
attack the convoy as soon as it was dark and we could 
not linger to hunt these three systematically. Nights 
are short at that season too, and it was unlikely that 
these would have time to overtake and attack before 
dawn. So I called off the attack. 

Back at the convoy I took Hesperus again to my 
favourite station, right astern of the convoy. Not only 
did I feel that that was the most likely direction of 
attack but I was able to keep the whole area occupied 
by the convoy and screen ahead of me and could at 
once see if any activity occurred. Everyone in the 
escorts was keyed up to the highest pitch. 

In Hesperus our unshaven faces were beginning to 
take on a haggard look. We had been more or less 
continuously in action for thirty-six hours and there 
had been no sleep for anyone the previous night. We 
looked a piratical lot but it was exhilarating to see with 
what zest all hands were looking forward to another 
brush with the enemy in the night that lay before us. 

It seemed certain that a heavy attack must be brew- 
ing up. I was astonished, therefore, when hour 
followed quiet hour while the convoy crept on 
unmolested. 

This calm was broken suddenly by a radio call from 
Whitehall. Bell had a contact on his radar screen and 
was off to investigate. On my radar screen I watched 
the blob of light that was Whitehall move off from 
his position on the screen, while my well-trained team 
adjusted their positions, unbidden, to cover the gap 
thus left. “Contact lost” was Bell’s next report, pre- 
sumably as the U-boat dived. “Carrying out asdic 
search” he reported. Even as I was giving the order 
which would send Clematis to support Whitehall, a 
signal came in from Heather on the other side of the 
convoy to say that he, too, had a radar contact and 
I had to think again. For if this was a cqncerted 
attack beginning I could not afford to have too many 
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of the meagre escort away from the screen. I cancelled 
the order and both Whitehall and Heather were left 
to fend for themselves. 

Time dragged by as I waited for further news from 
them, but neither managed to make definite contact 
and as soon as the convoy had passed the danger 
zone they were recalled. 

As peace and quiet settled down again, the feeling 
of expectancy began to seep away. In spite of repeated 
doses of Pusser’s thick cocoa and the keen air that 
swept our faces on the bridge, sleep began to pluck at 
our eyelids and we began to notice how tired we all 
were. 

Abruptly we were galvanized into action once again 
by a report from our own radar operator. As on the 
previous night a contact had appeared astern of the 
convoy. The situation was identical and action followed 
on similar lines. As we turned to attack, the U-boat 
dived and almost at once the asdic team was in contact. 

Our first attack sent the U-boat deep at once and 
here we found ourselves in a maddening situation, 
for the few depth-charges we had remaining were of 
the light type and could not be detonated down at 
the depths to which hunted U-boats could go. For when 
the capabilities of deep diving of the German sub- 
marines had been realized in 1942 a modified heavy 
depth-charge had been devised which could be set to 
sink to 800 feet before exploding. Now, after the many 
encounters which we had had since leaving harbour, 
not only was Hesperus down to her last fourteen 
charges but she had no “heavies” left at all. 

So long as the U-boat stayed deep, it was immune 
to our attacks. The only solution was to call back a 
corvette from the escort to help us out, though I was 
loath to denude the screen while attacks by other U- 
boats were expected at any moment. While we pa- 
trolled back and forth over the U-boat, Clematis 
was ordered to join Hesperus. The next three-quarters 
of an hour was a strange interlude for, although I 
was unable to attack the U-boat, I steered Hesperus 
again and again over it as though I was attacking. 

Down in the U-boat, as it crept along at 700 feet, 
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at its slowest and most silent speed, the suspense must 
have been appalling. The crew could have been under 
no illusion that their attacker had lost touch for the 
sound of the “ping” trained steadily on them would 
be heard in their hydrophones as well as the beat of 
the propellers driving Hesperus through the water over 
their heads, rising to a roar as we passed over, then 
fading as the agonized crew waited for the bursting 
of the depth-charges that must surely be on their way 
down. As they breathed sighs of relief at their respite, 
the same menacing sound would start again. “This time 
the charges must surely come!” they must have thought. 

If we had been free agents, we could have hung 
on and held the U-boat down till he was forced to 
come up, gasping for air or with his batteries exhausted. 
But with the convoy beset, we could not stay away 
from it so long. 

At last Clematis bustled up at her maximum speed 
of 15 knots and, bearings and ranges being passed to her, 
she was guided to the position of the U-boat. Quickly 
she gained firm contact and I felt confident I could 
leave her to finish the job we had started. As we sped 
after our convoy the thudding of Clematis' s charges 
could be felt through our hull. 

But how I wish now that I could have stayed and 
helped Clematis to keep contact, for after a couple of 
attacks she lost touch and never regained it and could 
find no evidence that the U-boat had been sunk. 

The expected attack on the convoy developed no 
further and I could well have kept Hesperus back 
to see the end of the job. But it was not a risk I could 
take. Satisfactory as it was to kill U-boats, those 
fateful instructions that the “safe and timely arrival of 
the convoy” was our main objective were always in the 
forefront of my mind. 

The rest of the night passed quickly and daylight 
found our slow convoy serenely plodding along. It was 
something of an anti-climax, after all the dashing to 
and fro of the preceding day and the constant sight- 
ings of the wolf pack waiting to close. 

But, as with real wolf packs, it seemed as though a 
bold front and an occasional kill was enough to keep 
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them at a distance. What a difference from the early 
days of the Battle of the Atlantic when a handful of 
U-boats played havoc with our convoys! Radar and 
H/F D/F had transformed the situation around the 
convoys and the constant fear of being surprised on the 
surface by patrolling and escorting aircraft was steadily 
wearing down the morale of the U-boat crews. For the 
first time a so-called wolf pack with their prey in sight 
had most of them slunk off without making an attempt 
to get to grips. Today we know from Donitz’s War 
Diary that we had damaged a number of them. And 
he ruefully commented: “No less than eleven of the 
boats in contact with the convoy were detected and 
driven off while it was still light. This is a very high 
percentage. It is obvious that the enemy must have 
detected all the boats in contact with astonishing cer- 
tainty. . . Since detection on this scale and with such 
promptitude has hitherto been unknown, the possibility 
that the enemy is using a new and efficient type of 
locating device cannot be ruled out.” 

Later, when the figures for U-boat sinkings for May 
were known — no less than 45 — and these signs of lost 
morale were placed alongside them, it began to be 
said with quiet confidence that the Battle f of the 
Atlantic had been won. And, indeed, it had. Though 
a large number of U-boats continued at sea for the 
rest of the war, never again was the vital transatlantic 
supply-line seriously threatened. 

With the threat to the convoy SC 129 disposed of, 
all our other problems sorted themselves out. The 
Atlantic smoothed itself and Hesperus was able — too 
late alas! — to replenish her stock of depth-charges. 
Whitehall, whose movements had had to be restricted 
owing to shortage of fuel, was able to top up with 
oil. 

What finally sent me to my bunk for some overdue 
sleep was the arrival in the vicinity of our old friend 
Biter. With her Swordfish patrolling rdund the horizon 
I could rest with a quiet mind. The only drawback to 
the great improvement in the weather was that 
visibility became extreme so that U-boats could not 
be surprised from the air and were able to get safely 
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below the surface before an aircraft could pounce on 
them. Otherwise the defeated wolf-pack which was still 
snapping half-heartedly round our heels might have 
suffered further losses. 


By the 16th May the convoy was safely through the 
danger area. The loss of the two ships still rankled 
but we felt we had avenged them. 
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During the winter of 1943—44 and the following spring, 
the convoy escorts had frequently been augmented on 
their homeward journeys by a new type -of ship, 
coming to the Royal Navy from American building 
yards in a steady stream. These were designated by the 
Americans “British Destroyer-Escorts” and known to 
us as “Captain” class frigates, all being named after 
naval captains of the days of the French Wars. They 
were built at incredible speed using the new technique 
of welding together prefabricated sections. The fastest 
time achieved was fifty-four days from laying the keel 
to completion, which was an astounding feat when one 
remembers the complex electrical and electronic gear 
fitted, with its great lengths of complicated wiring, 
apart from the normal construction of the hull and the 
fitting of the machinery. 

One of the principal bottlenecks in the mass pro-' 
duction of warships driven by steam turbines is the 
production of the massive gear-wheels which, are 
necessary to transmit the power of the fast-revolving 
turbines to the relatively slow propellers which at 20 
knots would probably be turning at some 200 revs a 
minute. To overcome this, and as very high speeds 
were not essential, the designers discarded the normal- 
geared turbines and substituted electric drive. There 
were two types of these frigates, steam-turbine-electric 
and diesel-electric. The former had a top speed of 24 
knots, the latter of 1 8 knots. 

The ships appeared to be a compromise between 
American and British design. The bridge was of the 
open type at that time favoured by the Royal Navy, 
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and the asdics and depth-charge equipment were also 
British. The machinery and electrical gear were 
American and the hull was on finer lines than we go 
in for — more “herring-gutted” as we call it. The 
result of this last characteristic was to give them a 
really fierce roll in a seaway. In order to make them 
a little less lively, on arrival in the UK they were fitted 
with stowages for a huge number of depth-charges 
on the upper deck. This made for a slower roll though 
even then it took only three seconds to complete a 
roll from over on one side to over on the other. They 
were very tiring ships to live in in a seaway and ex- 
asperating, as nothing could be left unsecured and even 
such normally stable things as the rubber erasers for 
the chart table would perpetually leap to the deck and 
hide themselves just when urgently wanted. 

The principal weakness of these ships was the main 
gunnery armament. I cannot imagine where the 
Americans found the short-barrelled 3-inch blunder- 
busses with which they were furnished — elephant guns, 
I remember, we nicknamed them. They fired a minute 
shell of, I suspect, solid steel with no explosive charge 
for on the only occasion we fired them in anger they 
were seen to bounce off the target without exploding. 
I had no confidence whatever in these weapons. The 
DEs which the Americans commissioned for their 
own navy had 5-inch guns, a very different class of 
weapon. 

But gunnery was a secondary requirement in the 
Atlantic and the good points of these little ships far 
outweighed the bad. And with the great strengthening 
of our escort forces which their addition represented, 
it was possible to form an additional number of support 
groups to carry the offensive against the U-boats a 
stage further. 

It was with mixed feelings that I received orders, on 
arrival in Liverpool in March, 1944, to leave my faith- 
ful Hesperus and take command of one of these 
frigates, the Bickerton, and form what was to be known 
as the 5th Escort Group. With the withdrawal from 
the North Atlantic of most of the U-boats after their 
defeat in the spring of 1943, convoy escort through the 
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following winter had certainly been a monotonous and 
unexciting duty and the idea of being given a more or 
less roving command was very attractive. But I had 
hoped that I might be able to take Hesperus and lead 
a group of destroyers. I had spent altogether three 
years of the war in Hesperus, had commanded her 
through the Norwegian campaign and in many an 
exciting and successful convoy action. 

She had carried me through three Atlantic winters 
and never faltered and those turbines, whose first trials 
from Thornycroft’s yard I had witnessed in January, 
1940, still ran with the silkiness of a sewing-machine. 
I knew every rivet and plate in her and I wanted no 
other ship under me. 

The thought of leaving her was heartbreaking. 
Though I was to be allowed to take with me my staff 
officers, Bill Ridley (who at great self-sacrifice chose to 
come with me instead of getting a command of his own) 
and Lyulph Stanley, the remainder of our happy com- 
pany had to be left behind. 

Fortunately there was no time for regrets. The two 
ships were alongside one another and I hurriedly turned 
over Hesperus to my relief, Commander Legassick, 
RNR, stepped aboard Bickerton, and sailed immediate- 
ly for Belfast where my new group was to form. 

The 5th Escort Group consisted of six frigates, three 
of which, Bickerton, Aylmer and Bligh, were turbo- 
electric 24-knotters and the others, Kempthorne, Keats 
and Goodson, diesel-electric 18-knotters. The COs were 
all new to me except for little Jackie Cooper, ex-Sweet- 
briar, who came, monocle and enthusiasm complete, to 
command Bligh. Unlike my first trip in Walker, I was 
allowed a period to “work-up” my group and, being 
all new ships, with COs accustomed to the sturdy lit- 
tle Flower-class corvettes and not used to the Lively 
destroyer-like DEs, such a shake-down was badly 
needed. As soon as possible the group sailed for exer- 
cises in the Irish Sea, off Larne, and while learning the 
idiosyncrasies of my own ship I started to put them 
through their paces. How I missed my faithful B2 
Group and their well-drilled teamwork and how I 
missed my wonderful Chief Yeoman of Signals Wilkin- 
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son and his staff of signalmen. My temper was short 
and my signals often sulphuric. 

I fear that a reputation for giving short shrift to in- 
competents had come with me to my new group. Per- 
haps the fact that one of the ships was named after the 
famous Captain Bligh of the Bounty, who incidentally 
was not the monster portrayed in the well-known film 
but an efficient officer and a sound seaman who rose to 
flag rank, may have predisposed my COs to fear the 
worst. Fortunately Bill and Lyulph were able to reas- 
sure them and very quickly we became a team and 
ready for the fray. On 21st April, 1944, we sailed for 
our first operation. 

Our orders were to act in support of the escort of 
convoy ONS 233. This promised to be a very quiet as- 
signment, for the Atlantic convoys were by now shut- 
tling across the Atlantic almost entirely unmolested, 
the U-boats working further afield in the hopes of 
finding easier targets. 

It would, however, serve as a shake-down cruise for 
our still inexperienced team and the usual Atlantic gales 
which beset us for the first three days certainly taught 
us the capabilities of our ships. A large proportion of 
the ships’ companies had hardly been to sea before, ex- 
cept to bring their ships back from building in the 
States, where they had lived on the fat of the land and 
had grown soft. 

The first days were therefore more of a “throw-up” 
than a “shake-down” for them. The wicked rolling had 
in most cases worked a cure by the time the weather 
moderated on the 25th. 

On this day we were withdrawn from support of the 
convoy, which was under no threat, and were sent off 
to search an area where a U-boat had been reported. 
It was alarming to find ourselves being employed 
on the same wild-goose chase as in the early bad old 
days of 1940, but the fact was that in this period be- 
fore the invasion of Normandy, the U-boats were so 
completely in eclipse in the Atlantic that there was lit- 
tle for our vastly expanded escort forces to do. It was 
all good practice for us and we were glad of the op- 
portunity. 
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The following day, 26th April, fresh orders gave us 
hopes of livelier employment for we were instructed 
to join the escort carrier Vindex (Captain H. T. T. 
Bayliss, RN) which was operating with the 9th Escort 
Group. I had great confidence that the combination of 
a carrier’s aircraft and my group would bring us a 
dividend, providing any enemy were about. It was dis- 
appointing to find that apparently rather aimless 
sweeps were to be our task. 

After three days of it we had just about had enough 
and the enthusiasm with which we had set out was 
rapidly seeping away when the picture was transformed 
by an assignment which really promised results. 

It was the German practise to maintain in mid- 
Atlantic one or more U-boats for the sole purpose of 
transmitting, twice a day, a weather report. These re- 
ports, of course, were vital to their long-range fore- 
casts of the weather in and around Europe. As they 
performed an entirely passive role and need not sur- 
face for more than the time required to charge bat- 
teries and send off their weather reports* they were 
normally in very little danger of detection. 

A previous attempt to hunt down one of these U- 
boats by an escort group, acting without a carrier, 
had ended in failure, but a combination of aircraft pa- 
trols and H/F D/F obtaining bearings each time the 
U-boat transmitted her report offered great promise. 
It was with renewed enthusiasm therefore that we re- 
ceived orders to proceed to a position 52N and 30W 
with Vindex to see what we could do. 

The 9th Escort Group left us at this time, so half 
my group, the slower diesel-engined division, took over 
the duty of screening the carrier while I continued to 
operate with the remainder, independently of, but in 
co-operation with, Vindex where Captain Bayless as 
the senior officer present commanded the whole opera- 
tion. 

If we were to achieve success the utmost patience 
would be required. First we would have to get roughly 
in the area of the U-boat’s position. This could be 
given us by the Admiralty from information obtained 
from the powerful D/F stations on shore. 
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Having got somewhere near the submarine, we 
must hope to pick up its transmissions on our own 
D/F sets, get a bearing and, by directing an aircraft 
quickly in the right direction, achieve a sighting which 
would pin-point our target. This was what we hoped 
to do and if I had still had my miracle man Harold 
Walker with me in the H/F D/F office, the U-boat 
would have soon been “in the bag.” But like the rest 
of the crews, the H/F D/F operators were newly 
trained and quite inexperienced, so the trap took a 
little longer to spring. 

On the 2nd May we were nearing the position given 
us by the Admiralty and the morning weather report 
was duly intercepted and a bearing obtained. The 
U-boat was still some distance away so that we did 
not hope from this one bearing to do more than fine 
down the area to be searched and I confidently ex- 
pected to get more information from the evening trans- 
mission. To my disgust when the time came not one 
of the H/F D/F teams in the group managed to inter- 
cept the signal, nor did they do any better for the 
next two days. 

Without these signals our task was hopeless, for a 
U-boat free to manoeuvre could always evade our 
searches. To give the devil his due, it was obvious 
that in the U-boat our possession of H/F D/F was 
known and respected. We knew from Admiralty in- 
formation that the frequency on which the weather 
reports were being transmitted was never the same 
twice in succession and this made our task a little 
more difficult. 

But at last in the early morning of 5th May, the D/F 
operators in Bickerton succeeded in detecting the 
U-boat’s transmission and estimated that it was fairly 
close. Passing this longed-for information to Vindex, I 
took the 1st Division, Bickerton, Aylmer and Bligh, 
to sweep in the estimated direction of the U-boat. 
Though we failed to get contact the area to be searched 
had been further reduced and, in fact, we later learned 
that we passed within sight of the U-boat on this 
search. But, if aircraft could be flown that night, there 
was a good chance of their detecting the enemy. Luck 
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was with us and the weather was reasonable, though 
incidentally V index had ideas of her own as to what 
was suitable weather for flying and used to keep her 
aircraft up in the most fearful conditions and with 
amazing success. 

When night fell Captain Bayliss had planned his 
air patrols so that they could swamp the suspected 
area and, soon after midnight, success rewarded their 
efforts when Lieut. Huggins, RNVR, flying a Sword- 
fish, sighted the U-boat, forced it to dive and marked 
the position with a flare. The position was only twelve 
miles from the carrier but considerably further from 
my 1st Division which was searching further afield. 
Bayliss therefore detached Keats (Lieut.-Commander 
Keene, RNR) from his screen to hunt, while joyfully 
I swung Bickerton, Aylmer and Bligh round to hurry 
back to join in. 

Keats, arriving at the marker left by the aircraft, 
started to search, but the U-boat had had the best 
part of an hour to get clear and might have gone in 
any direction. Nevertheless, a carefully planned search 
brought success when, at four o’clock in the morning, 
Keats ’ s radar operator reported a contact. Running 
down the bearing, Keene sighted nothing but soon 
picked up an asdic contact and set to to attack it. 

Unfortunately it has to be recorded that the U-boat 
captain outwitted Keene on this occasion, perhaps by 
the successful use of an SBT. Like the rest of us, 
Keene had a “green” asdic crew and, having made 
their first attack, it would seem as though they fastened 
either on to the SBT or on to the echo given off by the 
disturbed water where charges had burst and which 
is, of course, renewed at each attack. 

They made good use of the lessons learnt for, later 
in the war, Keene and the Keats succeeded in s inkin g 
two other U-boats. 

On this occasion, however, the U-boat slid off and 
the crew, laughing up their sleeves, listened to the dis- 
tant banging of depth-charges and congratulated them- 
selves on a wily piece of evasion. But they laughed 
too soon, for, lulled into a false sense of security, they 
did not hear the noise of propellers as the 1st Divi- 


162 


U-BOAT KILLER 


sion drew near. We were still doing 20 knots, the high- 
est speed at which our asdics would function at all 
efficiently, as we reached a position some three miles 
from Keats. At that point the asdic picked up a con- 
tact, clear and loud, out on the port bow. Quick ac- 
tion is necessary at that speed. 

Firstly, the ship must be swung bows on to the con- 
tact so as to present the smallest possible target to a 
possible torpedo attack, for at this stage it is by no 
means certain who is the hunter and who the hunted, 
and torpedoes may already be racing through the water 
on a course to intercept the ship should she continue 
to steer straight ahead. 

At the same time speed must be reduced, not only 
to give the asdic team time to get all their instru- 
ments lined up, to work out the course and speed of 
the submarine, and to pass the necessary information 
to the bridge for an accurate attack to be delivered, but 
also to reduce the propeller noises so as not to at- 
tract any acoustic torpedo that may have been fired. 

Signals must be passed out to consorts to warn them 
that we are in contact and to get them to conform to 
our movements. All this takes less time to do than to 
say and very soon Bickerton was heading for the con- 
tact and nosing towards it at slow speed with her crew 
tense at Action Stations. 

The asdic team was functioning smoothly and con- 
fidently and their reports came steadily from the loud- 
speaker on the bridge. 

“Contact Firm — Classified Submarine.” 

“Range 1,500 yards — Inclination opening.” 

“Target moving left.” 

Bill Ridley controlling, earphones on his head and 
a rapt look on his face as he concentrated on listening 
to the echoes, gave me a “thumbs up” sign to indicate 
that we were definitely on the genuine article. 

The range came steadily down and, on the plot, the 
submarine’s position was marked as each echo came 
back. He was on a steady course, going very slowly 
and seemed unaware of our approach. 

Then, with the range at 700 yards, the echoes faded 
and died. Bill quickly adjusted the asdic sweep to cover 
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a larger arc in case the operators had made a mistake, 
but no contact resulted. 

“He’s way down deep, sir, I’m sure,” he said, and 
I felt certain he was right. Remembering the difficulty 
we had had in destroying other deep U-boats when in 
Hesperus, I at once decided to put into use the 
“Creeping Attack” invented by Captain “Johnnie” 
Walker. This had been devised because a deep U-boat, 
well handled, could evade a normal depth-charge at- 
tack. The propellers of the attacking ship could be 
heard approaching and by altering course at the right 
moment the U-boat could get a safe distance from the 
explosions. For in the attacking ship, contact with a 
deep submarine would be lost at a range of 700 or 
800 yards and from that time onwards any alteration 
by the U-boat would be undetected. Furthermore, 
even the time taken by the charges to sink down to the 
depth of the submarine was long enough for the sub- 
marine to get out of their way. 

The creeping attack made use of the fact that the 
U-boat’s hydrophones were masked by its own pro- 
peller noises from hearing a ship coming up slowly 
from right astern. So one ship would hold contact at 
about 1,000 yards astern of the U-boat and would di- 
rect a consort up the U-boat’s wake at the slowest pos- 
sible speed to overtake. Then, as the consort crept into 
position over the unsuspecting U-boat, at an order 
from the directing ship, a stream of twenty-six depth- 
charges set to their maximum depth would go down 
to explode accurately around their target 

I had practised this manoeuvre when working-up 
the group and now, opening the range to get into firm 
contact again, I called upon Jackie Cooper in the 
Bligh to play the part of attacking ship. 

Going dead slow and conned by my orders over the 
radio-telephone, Bligh crept by us and up the wake 
of the U-boat. The suspense was terrific as Bligh ’ s 
range, taken from the portable range-finder on my 
bridge, mounted slowly towards that of the submarine 
given by the asdic. Gripping the compass binnacle in 
an agony of anticipation, I listened to Lyulph Stanley 
reading off the ranges of Bligh and the asdic operators 
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chanting that of the submarine. At last the two ranges 
coincided and I passed the order to Jackie Cooper, 
“Stand By.” 

I must get Bligh a little bit ahead of the target to 
allow for its movement ahead as the charges are sink- 
ing to their depth. Her range mounted with exasperat- 
ing slowness, 10 yards, 20 yards beyond the U-boat 
and then at 50 yards the moment had come. My throat 
was so dry with excitement that I just managed to 
croak out the word “Fire!” But the chief yeoman of 
signals passed it on the radio-telephone loud and clear 
and I saw the first charge splash into the water from 
Bligh ’ s stern. It had a long way to sink before explod- 
ing and it was not until half a dozen or more of the 
succession of twenty-six had been dropped that the first 
concussion thudded through the ship. 

One after the other, we could see the charges splash- 
ing into the water from her stern and others arching 
through the air as the throwers were fired. Suddenly 
we saw one charge burst prematurely, very shallow. A 
shower of soot came up from Bligh s funnel and we 
could see her whipping with the shock of the explosion 
close under her stern as a tall column of water rose 
up to fall with a thunder on to her quarter-deck. But 
her depth-charge team was equal to the occasion and 
continued with precision to get the rest of the charges 
away. 

A hundred fathoms deep, all was quiet in the 
U-boat and the crew had no inkling of the death that 
was sinking down through the water to them. With a 
shattering concussion the first charge went off along- 
side, plunging the boat in to darkness. Another and an- 
other, creating utter confusion and cracking the stout 
pressure hull allowing the seas to pour in. “To the sur- 
face at all costs” was the despairing thought of the U- 
boat s captain, Werner Wendt. A frenzied order sent 
the high-pressure air forcing its way into the ballast 
tanks and sending the U-boat with a rush to the sur- 
face, even as further charges exploded around it to 
wreak further damage. 
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On Bickerton ' s bridge, as the last charge thudded 
out, I saw a cascade of foam and spray as the U-boat 
shot to the surface amongst the brown scummy patches 
left by the explosions. 

In the few moments it was in sight the twisted, 
buckled plating of the U-boat’s conning-tower could 
be seen, evidence that at least one depth-charge had 
found its mark. As I gave the order to take Bickerton 
in to deliver the coup de grdce, out of the sky with a 
roar dived a Swordfish from V index, flown by the 
Squadron Commander, Lieut.-Commander Sheffield, 
RNVR, to drop two depth-charges neatly one each 
side of the U-boat. The columns of water subsided and 
the U-boat slid stern-first below the surface. As 
Bickerton arrived over the spot, the telltale explosions 
of her pressure hull collapsing in the depths were felt 
through the ship and I knew all was over. O few, very 
few figures were left swimming and these were picked 
up and made prisoner. 
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We were all, of course, enormously elated, but I was 
especially pleased for, once again, as in my first trip 
in Walker, the group had been “blooded” on its first 
operation. From now onwards I knew we would be a 
team, co-ordinated, fully-trained and able to cock our 
chests in the ports of Western Approaches. 

It was a wonderful piece of luck and I remember 
signalling to the group in my elation that from now 
onwards they could call themselves “The Fighting 
Fifth” — a flamboyant gesture very much out of char- 
acter for me, but I believe it was enjoyed. It was also, 
of course, a textbook operation of what later became 
known, by adoption from American phraseology, as a 
“Hunter-Killer” group. To select a U-boat in the mid- 
dle of the wide Atlantic and by co-ordination of H/F 
D/F, air search and asdic hunt, attack and wipe it off 
the map, had not been done before and Vindex and 
the 5th Escort Group were proud of themselves. 

Presently from the survivors of the U-boat, U 765, 
among whom was its captain, Korvetten Kapitan 
Werner Wendt, we learnt their story. As we thought, 
they had successfully evaded Keats ’ s initial attack, had 
suffered no damage and were peacefully and quietly 
effacing themselves when all hell broke loose as 
Bligh’s “plaster” erupted around them. 

Amazingly they had not heard the 1st Division ar- 
riving, although we were doing 20 knots when we 
first gained contact, and so successful had our “Creep” 
been that they had no forewarning of an impending 
attack. I always hoped that “Johnnie” Walker heard 
how we put his tactic to good use, but I never found 
out as, except for an exchange of signals as our groups 
passed on opposite courses one day in the Channel, I 
did not meet him again before he died. It was a great 
satisfaction to me that when that greatest of U-boat 
killers was buried at sea, it was in my gallant Hesperus 
that he made his last journey down the Mersey and 
past the Bar Lightship. Hesperus, with her record of 
five U-boats to her credit, was worthy of him. 

At a time when things were quiet, I had Captain 
Wendt brought to my cabin. We had a drink together, 
and I tried to find out what sort of a fellow he was. 
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He spoke good English and indeed claimed to have 
been employed before the war in England by the 
Westminster Bank. 

I am afraid that my only feeling towards him was 
one of dislike. He was an arrogant, strutting little 
braggart. One of his boasts was that he had been First- 
Lieutenant in the U-boat commanded by von Bulow 
and that he had seen the American aircraft carrier 
Ranger sink after being torpedoed. He stuck to his 
story for some time but was finally convinced that 
Ranger was very much alive and kicking. Thereupon 
he modified his tale by saying that he had not actually 
seen Ranger sink as von Bulow was at the periscope 
and he only had his word for it. 

I was amused to find that my opinion of Wendt was 
shared by the few of his crew who had escaped before 
the U 765 took her last plunge. They were particularly 
disgusted that he, their captain, was the first man over 
the side when they abandoned ship. 

It was evident we had brought the hunt to a suc- 
cessful conclusion just in time, for, in spite of having 
eliminated V 765, the weather reports started up again 
to our surprise with hardly a break. From the survivors 
we learnt that they were indeed at the end of their 
spell of duty and that their relief had been due to take 
over on the day they were sunk. So, full of enthusiasm, 
we set out to try and repeat our success. Operations 
came to a standstill the next day, however, with the 
advent of a westerly gale and it was not until the 
8th May that we were able to renew our pinning-down 
tactics on the new arrival. 

Once again we ran down the bearing obtained by 
D/F. On this day conditions for the asdic were unusual- 
ly bad for mid-Atlantic, partly due to the heavy seas 
which were still running, but chiefly because we found 
ourselves in waters teeming with shoals of fish and 
porpoises. 

I suppose we were in the middle of the Gulf Stream, 
but whatever the reason the asdic “ping” brought back 
echoes on almost any bearing and it was exasperating 
work trying to classify them and discard those which 
we reckoned were from the fish shoals. Sometimes we 


i68 


U-BOAT KILLER 


were helped by seeing the fish break surface in panic 
as they fled before some pursuer, or porpoises would 
be seen on the bearing, hurrying along with their grace- 
ful, arching motion. 

But towards the end of a maddening day, Campbell 
in Aylmer called us up to say that he was in contact 
with something more solid than a shoal of fish. He 
ran in and attacked but could not subsequently find 
his target again in the diffi cult conditions. I brought 
Bickerton and Bligh over to lend a hand and a careful 
search put Bickerton on to what seemed like the same 
contact. 

From evidence coming up from the asdic it seemed 
certain we were on to a submarine, very deep and 
steering a steady course. Here was a chance to repeat 
our creeping attack and once again I directed Bligh 
until he was stationed astern of the unsuspecting U- 
boat and gradually overtaking it. Everything seemed 
set but with the U-boat travelling at about 4 knots it 
was going to be a long chase if Bligh kept down to 
the 5 knots which was necessary to avoid his propellers 
being heard and giving warning to the enemy. 

In the awkward sea that was running, Jackie Cooper 
was finding it difficult to keep his ship steering accu- 
rately at that slow speed and he suggested an increase 
of 2 knots. Overeager for the denouement and to 
hear the charges thudding out, and tense with anxiety 
lest the U-boat’s captain should wake up to the fact 
that we were treading on his tail, I did the one thing 
I should have avoided and gave permission for the in- 
crease in speed. 

Two things resulted. The extra turbulence in the 
water caused by Bligh ' s propellers accelerating masked 
the target and the asdic beam could not penetrate to 
it. This put Bickerton out of contact temporarily until 
I took her out to one side so as to give the asdic a 
clear “view.” 

Then, as the moment to fire came and when the or- 
der had just been passed, the crew of the U-boat awoke 
to their danger. As we plotted their movements from 
the asdic ranges and bearings, they could be seen to 
make a sharp alteration of course which took their 
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boat outside the lane of depth-charges which was even 
then sinking down towards it. Not far outside for there 
was very little time before the charges started explod- 
ing, but enough to be beyond their lethal range which 
it must be remembered was under thirty feet. I was 
furious with myself for this error of judgement into 
which impatience and impetuosity had led me. 

Some enormous air bubbles which came up and 
burst roughly where we thought the U-boat was and on 
to which a further attack was made by eye, gave us 
great hopes that in spite of my error the U-boat had 
been holed and perhaps sunk, particularly as we were 
unable to regain contact afterwards despite a diligent 
search. But our hopes were dashed when on the fol- 
lowing morning we intercepted the transmission of the 
usual weather signal. 

From the German records it has been possible to 
identify this submarine as U 736 which was also on 
weather reporting duty. She had detected the Aylmer 
and was coming up to periscope depth to fire torpedoes 
when the depth-charges exploded. They did a certain 
amount of damage and the U-boat went deep to es- 
cape. As I had feared, the Bligh’s attack which fol- 
lowed missed. 

By now fuel was running low in my ships and as 
the Vindex could not spare us any it was time to re- 
turn to harbour. It was very satisfactory to have bagged 
a U-boat on our first operational trip but I relived in 
my mind again and again the fatal moments when I al- 
lowed myself to run short of the patience which is so 
essential in the hunting of a submerged U-boat. 

On arrival at Belfast, our enforced guest, Captain 
Wendt, was told to get ready to disembark into the 
care of the army escort awaiting him. For a week or so 
he had lived in Bickerton’s wardroom with my officers 
on equal terms. One of them, as Wendt left to go 
ashore, courteously wished him good-bye and said 
that perhaps they might meet one day after the war. 
Wendt’s only reply was, “In the next war, I sink you!” 
A braggart to the last, in spite of his incompetence as 
a U-boat commander, he left a nasty taste. 
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The orders for our role in the invasion of Europe came 
in that fat blue volume familiar now to many, en- 
titled Operation “Neptune.” Except that it managed to 
break all records for the number of amendments and 
corrections received with it, it had chiefly an academic 
interest for us. 

The Western Approaches Escort Force was not to 
be part of the vast landing operation planned, but 
were assigned patrol areas off Ushant and the entrance 
to the English Channel, through which it was hoped 
the U-boats from the French Atlantic ports must pass 
in the all-out attack expected on the landing and bom- 
barding fleets. First, however, we had orders to as- 
semble in Moelfre Bay off-the coast of North Wales 
where we would await the code-word which meant 
that Operation “Neptune” had begun. The 5th Escort 
Group arrived there and anchored, being joined dur- 
ing the day by other groups till quite a sizeable force 
was present. 

We were all very tense at the thought of what might 
be in store for us. We expected a major effort on the 
part of the U-boats to break through our patrol lines 
to get at the enormous target which the invasion fleet 
represented. Also we knew that the Germans were now 
getting to sea their new Type XXI U-boats, fitted with 
“schnorkel” and capable of very high underwater 
speeds. 

“Schnorkel,” or “Snort” as it came to be known in 
our language, was a device to enable the U-boats to 
run their diesel engines while remaining submerged. 
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The diesels required large quantities of air when run- 
ning and so unless an intake from the atmosphere was 
available they could not be used. The schnorkel con- 
sisted of such an intake in the form of a funnel which 
could be raised above the surface while the U-boat 
itself remained below. 

With this device the U-boats were able to surmount 
their greatest weakness in operation, the necessity to 
surface for considerable periods to recharge the bat- 
teries which gave them their motive power when run- 
ning submerged. Surfaced to charge batteries, the 
U-boat was liable to be surprised by aircraft and either 
attacked there and then if it did not dive smartly 
enough or, in any case, its position, known and 
marked, could be passed to an anti-submarine ship 
which was thus able to start a search with confidence 
and accuracy. 

Now, with only the tip of the snort visible, detec- 
tion by aircraft or ship’s radar was almost ruled out 
and only a very lucky chance would betray them to the 
eye of an observer in an aircraft. 

These new submarines would test our skill to the 
utmost to hunt down and, armed with the acoustic 
homing torpedo, they were capable of hitting back 
hard at their hunters. It was therefore something of 
an anti-climax when on reaching our patrol area noth- 
ing happened. Other groups had a similar experience 
and it was soon clear that the Germans had been 
caught completely by surprise and had planned no 
large-scale drive up Channel. 

On the first day out, we were joined by my old friend 
the Mourne, in which I had done one transatlantic con- 
voy trip, and which was still commanded by Lieut.- 
Commander Holland, RNR. Also on her bridge as 
Yeoman of Signals was Skelton, who had risen from 
Signalman to Yeoman (Petty Officer rate) with me 
in Hesperus. There had been no vacancy for him in 
his new rate in Hesperus so I had had to let him go 
where he could take charge of his own signal staff. I 
was very happy at this addition to my force for here 
was no “new boy” who had to learn the ropes, but a 
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veteran of the Atlantic battle and well known to me. 
It was therefore a particularly bitter blow when tragedy 
overtook her later. 

Each escort group was allotted a patrol area, some 
fifty miles square and, spread in a wide line abreast, 
with ships one and a half miles apart, swept to and fro 
and across the area with their asdics. The absence of 
any action soon made these patrols monotonous in the 
extreme, while the teeming fish life of the area made 
searching with the asdic a frustrating and exasperating 
business. The shoals of fish would each send back 
an echo, often very like that from a submarine and 
each had to be examined, plotted and classified before 
it could be safely discarded and the sweep renewed. 
Many of them were so deceptive that depth-charges 
were dropped amongst them and only when the white 
bellies of floating fish came to the surface was it clear 
that it had been another false alarm. 

Our base, to which we returned from time to time 
for fresh victuals and fuel, was Plymouth. We were 
intruders there and were made to feel ourselves nui- 
sances. Our demands for dockyard assistance were in- 
variably questioned and grudgingly granted. 

I particularly remember being disgusted at a refusal 
to supply my ships with the amount of fresh vegetables 
demanded, being told they were unobtainable — in 
June in the West Country! On presenting myself at the 
office of the local Captain (D), responsible for our 
welfare, to make my protest, I was astonished to be 
informed by that personage that I must remember 
there was a war on, that the vast number of men and 
women based ashore at Plymouth had equal priority 
with the seagoers for fresh food, etc., etc.! 

During this homily my informant had on his desk a 
large basket of strawberries from which he helped him- 
self from time to time, presumably to illustrate the low 
priority I enjoyed in the competition for fresh food! 
These were petty irritations, but they loomed large in 
our minds at the time and they served to illustrate 
whaf a backwater the great port of Plymouth and 
Devonport had become, with the shifting of the nerve 
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centre of the Atlantic war to Liverpool and its satellite 
ports. 

Another illustration of this was given me when, on 
visiting the underground headquarters at Plymouth to 
make my report on a patrol, I happened to meet a very 
senior officer who asked me how things were going. 
On explaining the difficulties we were experiencing in 
the use of asdic in the Channel owing to the great 
number of submerged obstructions, each of which must 
be carefully investigated in case it should be a sub- 
marine sitting on the sea-bed, this venerable character 
nodded. “Ah yes,” he said, “but of course you have 
your hydrophones to help you.” There was little point 
in trying to enlighten him, though hydrophones had 
not been used to hunt submarines since the early days 
of the 1914—18 war! 

Fortunately every other time we needed to return to 
base for fuel we were allowed to go to our own port 
of Belfast where we found people who “spoke the 
same language.” 

As time went on and the U-boats remained relative- 
ly inactive, our patrols were brought further into the 
Channel. It was on one of these that we had our first 
encounter with one of the new U-boats. 

At first light on the morning of 15th June, 1944, a 
day of glassy calm and hot blue sky, a report came 
to me of a patch of smoke on the surface of the water 
some miles ahead of us. It was soon realized that we 
were probably getting our first sight of a submarine 
using its schnorkel and unaware that the exhaust 
gases from its diesel motors were leaving a condensa- 
tion trail. 

The group was quickly re-disposed so as to sweep 
in a broad line down on to the position where the 
smoke was last seen and I prayed that the glassy calm 
conditions and the hot sun would not yet have produced 
bad asdic conditions as they undoubtedly would as the 
day wore on. 

The possibility of the U-boat striking back with its 
acoustic torpedoes came to my mind as we approached 
the enemy. There were two alternative precautions open 
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to me. I could order all ships to stream their CATs — 
the noise-makers towed astern to divert the acoustic 
torpedoes away from the propeller noises, or I could 
order a speed of 7 knots or less at which speed it was 
believed that propeller noises were not great enough to 
actuate the homing device in the torpedo. 

The noise of the CATs greatly reduced the efficiency 
of the asdic, drowning, as it did, any but the loudest 
echoes. I would never forgive myself if we missed 
this golden opportunity for the sake of the extra safety 
they supplied. So, “Speed 7 knots,” I ordered, and at 
this sluggard pace we bore down. 

Soon we knew that we must be about in asdic range 
of the U-boat and excitement became intense. Then 
came a brief signal from Mourne, stationed a mile on 
my port side. “Am in contact. Attacking.” It was the 
last signal that she ever made. Almost simultaneously, 
a tremendous explosion shook her and Mourne literal- 
ly disintegrated under our eyes. Within a few seconds 
nothing was to be seen of her but some floating wreck- 
age. 

On the bridge of Bickerton we were horror-stricken 
and could not help thin k in g of our friends whom we 
had known in the Mourne. But there was no time for 
sorrow. Immediate action was necessary, for to con- 
tinue steaming on our present course was perhaps to 
drive right into the remainder of the U-boat’s pattern 
of torpedoes. Quickly the necessary signals were made 
to turn the flotilla away from the danger area and then 
to come back from another direction to hunt the U- 
boat. As we passed the wreckage of Mourne on our 
search we could see survivors clinging to wreckage, but 
it would have been madness to let a ship stop to pick 
them up and present herself a sitting target. I had to 
harden my heart for the time being. 

For several hours we searched back and forth for 
the U-boat but no answering “ping” came on our 
asdics. The survivors from Mourne were then picked 
up by the Aylmer who took them back to Plymouth, 
but never another smell did we get of the submarine. 

Although I knew that water conditions in that hot, 
calm sea were against us, I was nevertheless very crest- 
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fallen that one of my group could be picked off and 
not be avenged. Later, when the survivors were ques- 
tioned, it was evident that Mourne had fallen victim 
to an acoustic torpedo for it was actually seen to pass 
quite slowly up the Mourne ' s side and suddenly turn 
in and hit her square in her foremagazine which ex- 
ploded and tore the ship to pieces. 

The galling part of it was that the group had been 
steaming at the slow speed which makes a ship im- 
mune to the ho ming capabilities of these GNATs, 
as they were known, but, on gaining contact, Holland 
had rung down for attacking speed just as the torpedo 
was passing and missing him . The increased noise from 
the propellers as the ship accelerated probably at- 
tracted the GNAT and disaster occurred. 

This tragedy made me realize how these improved 
U-boats were enabling the enemy to even the balance 
between hunter and hunted. No more had a well- 
handled ship the mastery over a U-boat, so long as 
an efficient antidote to the acoustic torpedo was lack- 
ing. 

We were a sad and subdued company in Bickerton 
for the rest of that patrol and we were glad when our 
next was ordered for an area further up Channel be- 
tween the Cherbourg peninsula and Portland Bill, for 
the monotony of the first few patrols, broken at length 
by this tragedy and failure, had sickened us of the 
Channel Approaches area. We felt our luck might re- 
turn with a change of scene and we were indeed soon 
to avenge the Mourne. 

The U-boats were at last showing some enterprise 
and had begun to make up-Channel to try to get at 
the invasion fleet. They had not succeeded in this, but 
two of them had been sunk by other escort groups, 
one off the Lizard by the escort group under Ronnie 
Mills, a term-mate of mine and an old friend, and an- 
other by the group commanded by Clive Gwinner. We 
were prepared, therefore, for a busy time. 

We got it, but not at first from direct contact with 
the enemy. The asdic picked up a plethora of targets, 
each of which had to be carefully investigated and a 
decision made as to whether it was a submarine lying 
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on the bottom or a wreck or perhaps a sharp pinnacle 
of rock sticking up from the sea-bed. 

The English Channel has been a busy sea-route for 
a thousand years and more and in the course of time 
many hundreds of ships, through stress of weather, or 
in collision or in battle have sunk and now lie moulder- 
ing on the sea-bed. The asdic faithfully recorded each 
one of these we came across and the “ping” of the echo 
would bring me tumbling out of my sea cabin to the 
bridge. 

An experienced anti-submarine team, given time to 
investigate, can fairly reliably distinguish between these 
false contacts and a moving submarine; but a sub- 
marine in shallow waters can settle quietly on the bot- 
tom and thereupon becomes, so far as an asdic set can 
tell, another wreck. 

A specialized form of sound apparatus which would 
record graphically the shape of the object from which 
the echo was coming was being developed, but at that 
time it was still in the experimental stage and we were 
not fitted with it. Sometimes a similar picture of the 
shape of the object could be obtained by running over 
it and getting a recording on the echo-sounder of the 
change of depth as one ran along its length. It was ex- 
tremely difficult to get directly over the object, how- 
ever, particularly when one’s ship was in the grip of 
the fierce Channel tides. 

Again, one could get a rough idea of the size of 
the object by the arc over which an echo could be ob- 
tained, for from this and the range a simple trigo- 
nometrical calculation would give its length. If obviously 
too big to be a submarine it could be safely disregarded 
except to make a new mark on the chart to record its 
position. 

This at first was no insurance against the same target 
being suspected again and again, for navigation out of 
sight of close landmarks is only accurate within hun- 
dreds of yards. To be sure that a contact was an old 
acquaintance it needed to be accurate within yards. 
Fairly soon we were very glad to receive the assistance 
of the marine version of the air navigation device 
known as “Gee,” which gave us this accuracy and the 
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number of false contacts attacked, or on which time to 
investigate was wasted, was greatly reduced. 

Even so, for twenty-four hours a day it was rare for 
an hour to pass without the necessity to stop and sniff 
round a contact and perhaps make an attack because 
in doubt, or to wait while another ship of the patrol 
line went through the same process. Some of the wrecks 
must have been plastered with hundreds of depth- 
charges and often after an attack pieces of buoyant 
types of cargo would come bobbing to the surface or a 
long slick of heavy fuel oil would stream away down- 
tide to prove that our hoped-for swan was only after 
all a goose. 

Apart from the frustration that these alarms in- 
duced, the constant calls to the bridge, day and ni ght, 
were immensely wearying for COs and their asdic con- 
trol officers. However we had our diversions too. The 
southern end of one of the patrol areas was off the 
coast of the island of Alderney which, long after much 
of France had been liberated, still contained a Ger- 
man garrison, who manned some long-range heavy 
guns. No one had had time to go and mop them up 
and each time we approached the southern limit of 
this patrol, these guns would open up at one of the 
ships of the patrol line. 

It was said that they were able to take our range by 
apparatus which ranged on the heat from our funnels. 
Whether this was true or not, they were remarkably 
accurate and, had they been able to fire salvos from 
several guns at once, they might well have hit us. The 
chance of a single gun hitting a moving ship was not 
very good however, and we were not greatly alarmed 
though we did not linger within range. 

On one occasion a carrier-pigeon landed on the 
deck of Aylmer and we felt we were partaking in a real 
cloak-and-dagger story when it was found to be carry- 
ing a message from the French resistance giving details 
°f the location of a German HQ and asking for an 
air strike. The Aylmer was sent at full speed into Port- 
land with the message. It resulted in one of the most 
successful low-flying raids by Mosquito aircraft of the 
RAF. 



Perhaps our most exciting side-show took place in 
dense fog when the Keats picked up a radar contact 
in an area where no surface ship should have been, and 
set off in chase. Over the radio-telephone we received 
a moment to moment account of the hunt, culminating 
in a frenzied shout of “Submarine in sight,” followed, 
alas, almost immediately by a correction to say that 
the target was a landing craft. 

The landing craft was under the command of a very 
young officer, well and truly lost in the fog and ap- 
parently without charts. He was given a course for his 
destination and sent happily on his way, while Lieut.- 
Commander Keene, commanding Keats, nursed his bit- 
ter disappointment. However, later in the campaign he 
was to be responsible for sinking two U-boats to make 
up for it. 
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As I have said, these constant “alarums and excur- 
sions” were dreadfully wearying and inevitably one got 
less meticulous in investigating contacts, being predis- 
posed to judge them phoney after so many false alarms. 
When at last we found an enemy, this nearly robbed 
me of success. 

On the night of 25th June, I had been investigating 
a contact, which yet again proved to be a wreck, and 
was steaming at high speed to catch up my group which 
had carried on the patrol. Exhausted after a long day, 
I was snatching a few moments of sleep. 

Even in my cabin under the bridge, I was never out 
of earshot of the steady “Pingggg, Pingggg,” of the 
asdic, and an echo coming back would wake me out 
of the deepest sleep. It did so now. I could hear the 
officer of the watch setting in motion the investigating 
procedure and summoning Bill Ridley to the bridge. 
The echo was extraordinarily loud, far too loud to be 
from a submarine, I thought, and said so when Bill 
reported down the voice pipe. 

Of course, I should have gone at once to the bridge 
to study the plot as it developed and to harken care- 
fully to the nature of the note coming back on the asdic, 
but weariness and frustration were taking their toll 
and I almost was hoping that it would turn out to be 
just another wreck and I could get back to the sleep 
which every nerve of my body seemed to be demand- 
ing. But the faithful Bill was on the job. He shook me 
out of my lethargy and insisted that we should not too 
lightly discard the target we were holding. 

I dragged myself to the bridge where the keen night 
air blew the nonsense out of my brain. 

“We have just passed over the target,” Bill told me. 
“We should pick her up astern any moment now.” 
Even as he spoke the answering echo to our “ping” was 
heard. The range and bearing was quickly applied at 
the plotting table and it was at once apparent that the 
target had moved quite a distance since last plotted. My 
last doubts vanished. It must be a U-boat. 

Quickly I swung the ship’s head round, while the 
alarm rattlers sent all hands to action stations. Now 
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for a steady, careful approach. The submarine could 
not go deep here in the comparatively shallow waters 
of the Channel, so shallow depth settings were ordered 
for the charges. That an acoustic torpedo might have 
been fired at us crossed my mind, but there was no time 
to go through the process of streaming our CAT. “Get 
in quick and smash him before he knows what is hap- 
pening” was my plan. 

As the range came steadily down and contact re- 
mained firm, the moment came to pounce. Ringing 
down for 20 knots I steered Bickerton in to the firing 
position. As we swept across the U-boat’s path, Bill 
Ridley at the asdic control rapped out the orders 
“Fire One! Fire Two! Fire Three!” spacing out the 
pattern of charges so as to place the target squarely 
in the centre. With the usual spectacular display of a 
night depth-charge attack the explosions shook the ship 
from end to end and almost immediately a U-boat rose 
like Leviathan out of the sea and lay wallowing. 

“Permission to open fire, sir!” yelled the gunnery 
officer. 

“Yes, give them hell,” was my unorthodox reply, 
and as we swung round in a broad arc to run back to 
deliver the coup de grdce, the night became brilliant 
with the racing balls of 20-mm tracer shells, the flash 
from our 3-inch guns and the beams of our search- 
lights. The 3-inch “Elephant Guns” justified our lack 
of confidence in them for the shells could be seen to 
bounce off the submarine’s hull without exploding. 

As we ran in, however, we could see in our search- 
light’s beam the crew of the U-boat abandoning ship. 
Firing ceased and almost at once the submarine turned 
its bow up into the air and slid stern first to the bottom. 
V 269 had gone to join the myriad wrecks littering 
the floor of the English Channel. 

The whole action had taken less than ten minutes, 
but sq packed with intense excitement had they been 
that as quiet settled down with the guns silent again, 
I felt as though I had been running a mile race. My 
first reaction was to slap Bill Ridley’s shoulder and 
congratulate him. “That one was all yours, Bill,” I 
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cried. “Yours and your asdic team’s. A lovely bit of 
work and the quickest sinking on record I’ll bet.” 

“Thank you,” replied Bill. “That’s one in revenge for 
the Mourne.” 

The business of picking up the survivors was a 
fairly lengthy process. The engineer officer is believed 
to have gone down with his ship making sure that the 
sea-cocks were open and that she would not remain on 
the surface to be captured, and a few of the crew were 
killed by our gunfire. The remainder were swimming, 
and scrambling nets were put over the side for them 
and life rafts launched. Some were wounded and it 
took time to help them on board. One or two were in 
very bad shape and, in spite of the efforts of the flotilla 
doctor, soon died. 

On our way back to Plymouth to land our prisoners, 
the dead were buried at sea and in the presence of 
their comrades I read the burial service over them be- 
fore committing them to the sea. I am afraid I found 
it impossible to refer to them as “our dear brothers” as 
in the Prayer Book and I skated round that bit. The 
bearing and smartness of this U-boat’s crew were re- 
markable, having in mind their recent experience and 
the shock they must have suffered. 

It must by then have been clear to them that Ger- 
many had lost the war but their personal morale was 
quite unshaken. 

Interrogation of the officers gave us the answer to 
the question which had been puzzling us. Why had 
the U-boat behaved in such a way as to make itself 
such an easy target? Apparently they had heard the 
group pass over them while they were lying “bottomed” 
as they had heard other patrols do also, and, reckon- 
ing that there must be an interval of peace and quiet 
before another group would come along, they decided 
to surface or to come to “schnorkelling” depth for a 
breath of fresh air. 

The propeller noises of Bickerton approaching were 
drowned in those of the rest of the group and by the 
time the Germans realized we were upon them it was 
too late to evade our attack. The depth-charges burst 
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all round them and wreaked fearful havoc in the boat 
so that there was nothing they could do but surface 
and abandon ship. 

While I was away, disaster overtook one of the 
flotilla. The command had devolved on Jackie Cooper, 
at this time commanding the Goodson. As they pa- 
trolled their allotted area in search of further U-boats, 
Goodson was suddenly shaken by a shattering explo- 
sion under her stem. Into the air was thrown every- 
thing movable on her quarter-deck. Depth charges, 
heavy electrical junction boxes, ventilators, crashed 
down on deck again or into the sea alongside, as the 
ship heeled over and lay listing to starboard. She had 
fallen victim to an acoustic torpedo. 

The remainder of the group searched feverishly 
round Goodson with their asdics, trying to locate the 
U-boat responsible, but in spite of the periscope being 
sighted at one moment, they achieved no success. 
Meanwhile in Goodson the sea was pouring in at a 
rate too great for her pumps to cope with and the list 
was getting worse every moment. Large holes had been 
tom in the ship’s side and bottom plating and the bulk- 
heads of the after-compartments which had to be 
quickly plugged if the ship was to be saved. 

Jackie called for volunteers to dive below the thick 
and oily water in these spaces, taking down with them 
wooden plugs, sacking and canvas. Two of his ratings 
selected from a host of volunteers, an engine-room 
artificer named Simpson and an Able-Seaman Cribb, 
went down repeatedly and made such a good job of 
the temporary repairs that the pumps at last began to 
beat the inrush of water. 

While this was going on Bligh was ordered to take 
Goodson in tow. Lieut.-Commander Blyth, her cap- 
tain, cool and collected in the midst of a very hectic 
scene, handled his ship superbly and in a very short 
time the two of them were under way for Portland, 
where they safely arrived later. 
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But our time in the South was nearly up. Back in Bel- 
fast in July, we received orders to sail for Scapa Flow 
to join the Home Fleet in an operation in Arctic 
waters. This was an assignment I had always dreaded 
for two reasons. Firstly, the fleet had once before got 
its hooks on to me, in the winter of 1941, and I knew 
the utter tedium which it would involve. For inevitably 
our role would be to screen some big ships usually 
steaming at too high a speed for my 18-knotters or 
even my own 24-knot ship to be effective. With the 
small margin of speed available, life would be one 
long rush at full power to maintain station. Further- 
more, our tiny ships could never punch into the 
weather like the carriers and cruisers we should be 
screening so that in anything like rough weather we 
would be suffering weather damage or having to ask 
for reductions of speed. 

Secondly, I knew that the Arctic waters were for 
long periods the worst possible medium for the sound- 
waves of the asdic, owing to the severe variations in 
the water temperature at various depths. Without the 
asdic these specialized anti-submarine frigates were 
virtually helpless. 

I am probably as little psychic as anyone can be, 
but a deep sense of foreboding came over me when 
these orders arrived, which in die event proved to be 
justified. 

However, there was no escape and early in August 
we sailed. We took that loveliest of all routes round 
our coasts, up through the Sounds of Jura and Mull, 
round Skye and up the Minches. In the glorious weath- 
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er as we steamed north, we made sure of keeping up 
the reputation of Western Approaches command by 
painting our ships and generally “tiddlying up.” 

On arrival at Scapa we steamed through the lines 
of the Home Fleet destroyers swinging at their buoys 
in Gutta Sound and I was horrified at the state of dirt 
and dishevelment they displayed. Their sea-time was 
probably less than that of most Western Approaches 
ships and there seemed no excuse for this appalling 
condition. I can only suppose that lack of action and 
the general dreariness of their employment when at 
sea, and of their surroundings when in harbour, had 
led to a general lowering of tone. Significantly we saw 
one smart ship as we steamed up the lines but she wore 
a foreign ensign! 

Having fuelled and secured in our berths, it was 
clear from information gathered from the HQ ship that 
the operation for which we had arrived was not due 
to start for a week or so. Being anxious lest my trained- 
to-a-hair flotilla should succumb to the sloth and bore- 
dom which always prey on an inactive fleet, pulling 
and sailing regattas and other activities were organ- 
ized. These were strange activies for wartime but were 
a great success, particularly as my own ship was sound- 
ly beaten which always gives the junior ships the live- 
liest satisfaction. 

The operation which was impending was twofold. 
A large-scale air strike by naval aircraft from carriers 
would be delivered on the Tirpitz in Tromso, while 
simultaneously a convoy for Russia would be rounding 
the North Cape, the idea being that it would stretch 
German resources too far for them to take effective ac- 
tion against both. I had hoped that my group might 
be detailed to join the convoy escort, the only job for 
which the ships were suitable, but it was not to be. 

We were to form the screen for a squadron consist- 
ing of the cruiser Kent and the escort carriers Nabob 
and Trumpeter, and on the 18th August, 1944, we 
sailed. 

On arrival at the area from which the aircraft would 
be launched, the fleet of which our squadron formed 
a part proceeded to steam up and down, turning from 


THE BITTER BIT 


I85 

time to time into wind to fly off or land aircraft. 

Every time course was reversed my relatively slow 
ships had to steam at full power, madly trying to take 
up their stations ahead and on the bow of the big ships 
on their new course. By the time this breathless rush 
was completed, it was about time to repeat the opera- 
tion all over again. No doubt we formed some slight 
physical obstruction to a submarine attack so perhaps 
we fulfilled some useful function. 

The fleet continued in the same small sea area for 
two days and I was surprised that the U-boats known 
to haunt these waters made no attempt to attack. But 
the time came for the fleet to withdraw to a refuelling 
rendezvous to the westward, before renewing the air 
attacks, and there had been no sign of enemy reaction. 
Our squadron set off with my group disposed ahead 
and abeam of them as a screen. The sea was calm, 
a leaden, sullen, quietly heaving mass under a grey 
sky. Tests on surface targets with our asdic sets had 
been giving results which showed that conditions would 
be bad for detecting submarines. 

Relative peace and quiet prevailed as we were on a 
steady course for a while, except for the normal zig- 
zag, and the wardroom being just below the bridge in 
the Captain-class frigates, I had felt safe in accepting 
the invitation of my officers to a game of bridge. 

We were in a cheerful mood. The passage to the re- 
fuelling area should give us a respite from the inces- 
sant manoeuvring inherent in the operation of carriers 
flying air strikes off and on. “I cannot get over the ab- 
sence of any U-boat activity, with us ploughing up and 
down the same area,” I remarked. “Thank heavens 
for it,” Bill Ridley replied. “The water conditions for 
the asdic could not be worse.” 

The words were hardly out of his mouth when a 
dull thump reverberated through the ship. “That’s an 
underwater explosion,” I cried as I dashed for the lad- 
der to the bridge. As I reached it the officer of the 
watch was ringing the alarm bells. A glance at the 
squadron showed that Nabob had been torpedoed aft 
and she lay, stopped, with her stern low in the water. 

Kent and Trumpeter sheered off and increased speed 
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steering away from the danger zone. I had to divide 
my screening force to deal with the situation. 

“1st Division alter course 140° to starboard to- 
gether,” I signalled. That would take my half of the 
flotilla back to the aid of the stricken carrier. 

“2nd Division form screen on Kent and Trum- 
peter .” 

“All ships stream CATs.” For it seemed likely 
that it was an acoustic torpedo which had struck Nabob 
in the stem. 

As we steadied on the new course, I asked Bill, who 
was keeping an eye on activities on the quarter-deck, 
“Is that CAT out yet?” 

“Just going out, sir,” he replied. As he spoke, the 
ship was rent be a shattering explosion under her stem. 

A column of water shot into the air in the midst of 
which could be seen depth-charges, slabs of metal and 
human bodies. The whole length of the ship whipped 
madly and the siren started to bellow continuously. 
American warships have, besides the normal siren, a 
deeper-toned foghorn with a particularly ear-shattering 
note and Bickerton, having been built in the States, 
was fitted with one of these. It was this instrument of 
torture which went off and its appalling racket effectual- 
ly brought all control in the ship to a standstill, since it 
was impossible to pass an order even by shrieking in a 
man’s ear. 

To make confusion worse confounded, the explosion 
had burst the tank of liquid, stowed right aft, which 
was part of the apparatus for making white smoke. Its 
contents were sucked in by the ventilating fans and blown 
through the ship from end to end. The choking fumes 
made it impossible to remain anywhere between decks 
and even on the upper deck, it was necessary to keep to 
the windward side to be able to breathe. While this state 
of affairs held I was horrified to see that a small body 
of our younger and “greener” sailors had panicked and 
lowered a whaler into which they proceeded to tumble. 
Unable to make myself heard or understood while the 
foghorn continued to roar, I rushed down to the upper 
deck and managed by gesture and mime to stop the 
panic and get the boat back alongside. It was a gang 
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of very sheepish and shamefaced men who scrambled 
back on board. 

The sudden cessation of noise as someone in the 
engine-room staff found the right valve and shut off 
steam to the siren was a blissful relief. I continued 
aft to survey the damage and, passing some hideously 
shattered corpses and burnt and wounded men, I found 
that the stem had more or less disintegrated. The ship 
lay with the remains of her stem under water and a 
heavy list. 

It was clear that she could never steam again, but 
if she was still sound forward there might be a chance 
of towing her home. It was essential, therefore, for an 
examination between decks to be made, a job calling 
for considerable nerve in a ship obviously badly 
damaged, lying low in the water and with the sluggish, 
crank roll which indicated lost stability. I knew that 
she might sink very suddenly should a major bulkhead 
give way. I was pleased, therefore, after the poor 
showing by some of the ship’s company, that there 
was no difficulty in getting volunteers. A party led by 
Stoker Petty-Officer Taylor, with PO Winter, Ordnance 
Mechanic Chapman and AB Steele, hurried off and 
soon came back with the surprising news that although 
most of the stern and quarter-deck were missing, the 
remainer of the ship from the after engine-room bulk- 
head was as sound as a bell. Once again one of these 
splendid little ships had shown its amazing capacity 
to take punishment and survive. 

Whether it would be possible to get her home or 
not, the first essential was to get the wounded and the 
non-essential members of the ship’s company out of 
the ship and into one of our consorts. It seemed only 
too likely that the U-boat would be back to finish off its 
half-completed job on both Bickerton and Nabob. Now 
that the first panic had subsided amongst the excitable 
minority, a panic perhaps excusable when one re- 
members that at that stage of the war ships’ companies 
had a large proportion of conscripts at sea for the first 
time in their lives, the evacuation took place in orderly 
fashion. Indeed, many of the ship’s company seemed 
to go out of their way to set good examples to the 
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doubtful characters, insisting on giving up their places 
in the queue, joking and wisecracking to raise morale. 

The Chief Petty Officer Telegraphist, Brooks, a 
pensioner and the “Father” of the ship’s company, 
refused to be hustled and made a great show of me- 
thodically arranging for disposal of code books, etc., 
which had a steadying effect. A Leading Seaman 
Rendle and an Electrical Artificer Robinson both set 
good examples, I remember, while it was heartening to 
see one man, a stoker named Eyres, with a nasty 
wound in his head, steadfastly refusing to leave the 
ship until it was clear that he was the last of the 
advance party and that he was not doing anyone else 
out of a place in the boats. 

It was a relief when the last of them was gone and 
safely embarked in Kempthorne. Then, if the U-boat 
should come back for the kill there would be only a 
few of us to be picked up. Meanwhile a muster of 
survivors revealed a tragic tale of more than forty 
men killed. The problem now arose as to what to do 
for the wounded Bickerton. We were in enemy waters, 
close off the Norwegian coast, but even so if we had 
had only our own flotilla to think of, one of the others 
could have taken us in tow with a very good chance 
of safely making harbour. But we were responsible 
for providing escort for the Nabob where heroic 
endeavours were being made to repair her damage and 
get under way. 

When her captain (Captain H. N. Lay, RCN) 
reported that he would be able to steam again given a 
few hours, I realized that the poor Bickerton must be 
regarded as expendable in order to give protection to 
the much more important escort carrier. Signalling to 
the C-in-C, I got permission for a destroyer to be 
detailed to put a torpedo into Bickerton, while I trans- 
ferred to the Aylmer with my staff. It was a sad sight 
to see the gallant little Bickerton throw her bows up 
into the air and slide quickly under the surface. 

In the few months that I had commanded her I had 
become very fond of this mass-produced tin-can of a 
chip. She could never be the aristocrat that Hesperus 
was, or the faithful old warhorse like Walker, but she 


THE BITTER BIT 


I89 

had shown that she could “take it” and “hand it out” 
as well as either of them. 

Meanwhile in Nabob, Captain Lay had also taken 
the precaution to transfer all but essential personnel to 
ships of the escort group and for the next three hours, 
while we awaited the seemingly inevitable return of 
the U-boat to deliver the coup de grdce, the flotilla 
circled the carrier to give what anti-submarine protection 
we could. That this was not very reliable owing to the 
water conditions we knew only too well. 

At one time in Bligh a lookout claimed to have 
sighted the U-boat momentarily breaking surface but 
Bligh and Aylmer could gain no asdic contact. We 
felt singularly helpless under such conditions but it 
seems that the U-boat’s captain had used up his stock 
of courage for the day and at last at 2230 that night 
Nabob started to move through the water again — a 
mere 6 knots at first, but steadily increasing until she 
was making 10, which she was able to maintain until 
she got safely into harbour. 

The U-boat which had scored this half-success, 
V 354, and which, with a little more resolution could 
have had the satisfaction of sinking an escort carrier, 
did not survive to celebrate. Caught on the surface by 
a Swordfish from our old friend Vindex, V 354 was 
sent to the bottom a few days later. 

On arrival back in Liverpool in Aylmer, I found 
that my sea-going days were over for the time being. 
Perhaps the C-in-C felt that my luck was beginning 
to run out at last and that it was time to “change the 
bowling.” Certainly I was ready for a rest and I knew 
from previous experience that it is unwise to ignore 
the danger signals which warn the tired commander. 

I was therefore content to hand over the 5th Escort 
Group to Commander Bertram Taylor and join my 
wife and son on leave in Derbyshire. Security being 
what it was in those days, my wife had no idea that 
at last her fears had been fulfilled and that I had 
intercepted a torpedo. It was perhaps a rather abrupt 
way of finding out when, in answer to her question as 
to where my luggage might be, I had to admit that my 
entire stock of clothes was on my back. 
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Swordfish 


Shock and relief seemed to share in her expression 
about equally and the startling effect of the news on her 
made me realize for the first time the long-drawn-out 
suspense she must have been suffering during those 
years I had been at sea, broken only by the brief 
hectic days of leave between convoys. I wonder how 
most men would behave if the roles were reversed — as 
indeed I suppose they often were in those days of 
total war. 

And so my fighting days came to an end. I confess 
I was ready for this. Although the Battle of the Atlantic 
had been virtually won in May, 1943, and our trans- 
atlantic convoys had been rarely molested after that 
time, the invasion of Europe coupled with the German 
production of the “schnorkel” submarine had opened a 
new phase in the war against U-boats. Fought largely 
in the shallow waters round our coasts, with the air 
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thick with our aircraft and the odds greatly in our 
favour, it was yet in many ways a more wearying 
fight than those in defence of our convoys. More 
wearying, of course, for both sides. For the U-boats 
there can have been only brief periods when they were 
not in sight or sound of our hunting forces and, though 
the detection of a submerged U-boat amongst the shoals 
and wrecks was of extreme difficulty, the possibility was 
continuously with them and once detected in shallow 
water their end was certain. 

The hunters, on the other hand, knew no peace 
night or day, fair weather or foul, on clear days or in 
deepest fog. Everlastingly the asdic picked up echoes 
from rocks, from tide rips, shoals of fish, from wrecks 
and each time only painstaking check and recheck 
could differentiate these contacts from that of a U-boat. 
And while the ships nosed the scent and decided 
whether to go in for the kill, a deadly acoustic torpedo 
might be homing on to the sound of their propellers. 

Under these conditions we all became quickly very, 
very tired. Lack of sleep was, of course, one factor, 
but another was the knowledge that for sixty minutes 
every hour and for twenty-four hours of every day 
there was never a moment that might not bring that 
shattering concussion of an exploding torpedo. Fresh- 
ness and a never-wearying alertness were essential 
to come out on top in this game and I knew I was 
losing them. It was time for me to go. 
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12662 

THE ROAD PAST MANDALAY Masters 

$2.25 

□ 

12523 

SAMURAI Sakai with Caidin & Saito 

$2.25 

□ 

12659 

U-BOAT KILLER Macintyre 

$2.25 

□ 

12660 

V-2 Dornberger 

$2.25 

□ 

*12661 

THE WHITE RABBIT Marshall 

$2.25 

□ 

*12150 

WE DIE ALONE Howarth 

* Co mi of be sold to Canadian Residents. 

$1.95 


Buy them at your local bookstore or use this handy coupon: 


r* Bantam Books, Inc., Dept. WW2, 414 East Golf Road, Des Plaines, III. 60016 *| 

| Please send me the books I have checked above. I am enclosing $ . 

I (please add 750 to cover postage and handling). Send check or money order ■ 
| — no cash or C.O.D.'s please. 

j Mr/Mrs/Miss ! 


Address . 
City 


State/Zip . 


WW2— 2/79 

Please allow four weeks for delivery. This offer expires 8/79. j 


AN EYEWITNESS COMBAT LOG 
OF WWII’S MOST 
SAVAGE SEA BATTLES 

Hitler’s submarines ruled the high seas, and 
England was at the brink of defeat. This is 
Captain Donald Macintyre’s explosive saga of 
the most crucial naval campaign in WWII— 
the Battle of the Atlantic. Through his eyes we 
glimpse the stunning savagery of the struggle 
for the Empire’s lifeline. The ships he com- 
manded during the conflict destroyed seven 
U-boats and helped bring Germany’s vaunted 
submarine service to its knees. Captain 
Macintyre’s combat log is a magnificent trib- 
ute to all the brave sea hunters who saved 
Britain from impending doom. 


